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Abstract
Environmental justice (EJ) has become a central framework for historically marginalized
communities in the United States to identify unequal exposure to environmental harm.
Yet, what once began as a radical social movement challenge to different forms of
environmental racism has been taken-up by a wide swathe of civil society across diverse
political, cultural, and ecological landscapes. In particular, river restoration efforts – and
the many communities they implicate – are emerging as key sites of political-ecological
interventions that are central to EJ. However, not all river restoration efforts employ EJ as
a guiding framework. Through this dissertation, I ask: how do shifting configurations of
race and socioeconomic class shape how communities recognize and redress
environmental harm? Accordingly, I ethnographically compare two distinct communities
as they navigate the landscapes of risk and repair along the banks of two ecologically
significant rivers in the Puget Sound estuary. By drawing on 18 months of ethnographic
research that includes participant-observation, semi-structured interviews, oral histories,
as well as historical and archival research, I analyze the identity formations of
communities implicated in river restoration efforts. I conclude that political and cultural
identity influenced by place-based histories ultimately shapes how communities
recognize and respond to environmental harm.
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For my father,
who taught me how to read “Icy” on road signs
and showed me the value of working with my hands.
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Preface
When I started research for this dissertation, the world was gripped by the early
and frightening stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. I arrived in Seattle a week before
lockdowns began. It was an unseasonably beautiful Spring in the Pacific Northwest,
which made the isolation that much more acute. As we all moved indoors, something like
an inverted sentiment of Malinowski’s refrain stuck in my mind: “Here I stand, washed
up on the shores of my imagination.” Yet, the shores were the increasingly familiar walls
of my temporary sublet with a stranger I met through Craigslist, and my imagination, a
dizzying and anxious wreck of daily news headlines and increasing case counts.
Everyone became an expert bread baker, it seemed, and academia saw Foucault as an
ever-present specter of everyday life. My advisor and I engaged in exchanges we started
to call “ethnographic image conversations” to make sense of our newfound realities as
they were mediated by the pandemic. I wrote to her:
The other night while watching a movie, my roommate said, not without feeling,
“they didn’t even shut his eyes.” I heard myself almost automatically respond,
“It’s surprisingly hard to do.” The character slid on screen, taping his husband’s
eyes closed, yellowish-white, a punctuation. He held in his hands his lover’s
lesions, sobbing in that way that seizes all senses. My mom did that, her chest
strewn across my father, clinging and heaving in the living room. I wonder if I
will go like that, with a lover’s touch. My mind drifts to my father’s haggard
xii

breathing followed by a jumbled quietude. I get up. There’s a quick calculation in
grief. Three drinks is too much for tonight.
I scan my phone in the mornings. It’s become a protracted daily ritual. I read
about a service being developed that mirrors how porn stars can securely log their
HIV status to ensure employment, and how China is developing scannable QR
codes linked to personal identifying information. I feel the urge to move. Outside
on the front steps, windswept tulips bend over in supplication to the stillness of an
unexpected spring frost. Bike tires turn over and my legs pump and the sweet,
sticky smell of marijuana seeps out of cars humming by. I wonder what dose of
curiosity they’re adding today, why don’t they smoke at home, what’s in store. In
the park, a jogger passes two women, and one shouts out “six feet, please!” The
other chides her, do you really expect admonition to make an impact?
For a time, COVID had seized everything, akin to what early anthropologist Marcel
Mauss called a “total social fact.” Those atmospherics of risk, as my advisor called them
descended like a thick fog, making it difficult to see any other dimensions to the problem.
Everything was COVID, everything was being seen, felt, heard, analyzed through
COVID. The disaster of the pandemic became a kind of sociopolitical prism through
which we all could collectively gaze out at the world, though it refracted in different
ways for all of us.
During these moments of collective confinement, the world started to tell strange
stories. COVID had done something unexpected to nature. News media started spinning
headlines of a return of the wild. Dolphins in the canals of Venice! Foxes overrunning the
streets of London! The momentary slow-down of human activity ushered forth a slippage
of a forgotten time, an unintended restoration. We all need to hold onto something, I
thought at the time. Restoration seemed to imply a kind of hope in dark times, a process
that many could tell was somehow linked to humans, and also somehow mysterious. I
thought I would make more of that weird cultural moment in the dissertation, but
ultimately, I have relegated it here, to the preface. In many ways, I find this fitting, since
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the kinds of restoration I analyze in the rest of the dissertation ultimately are the preface
to what I imagine will be an era of restoration as a form of climate change adaptation.
My path to fieldwork in Seattle was, in a word, circuitous. Originally, I planned to
continue early research with river-defense social movements and watershed conservation
in Chile to understand the politics of alternative energy in a kind of global climate change
governance regime. For a time, I followed this path and conducted a total of six months
of ethnographic research on the topic. Yet, life continued to unfold, as it usually does.
Halfway through my graduate studies, my father was diagnosed with an aggressive form
of terminal brain cancer. To help support my family and to spend quality time with my
father in the waning months of his life, I moved back to my hometown in rural northern
California. One of the many privileges of graduate school – even before COVID – was
the ability to work remotely and continue my studies.
So, I moved home for 9 months in the middle of my dissertation process, a home
marked by a man whose life and mind were being eroded by something we all knew
would kill him, though my mother clung to hope. Living back in my childhood home
taking care of my father became a weird space of slow-fast. I wish now that I had been
better at journaling during those months at home. Everything somehow blends together.
There are distinct moments, though, like my dad snorkeling out in a lagoon in Bora Bora,
seeming to go forever, or making cinnamon roll French toast with hummingbirds buzzing
outside the kitchen window, or my mother calling me a hateful person for reading on the
couch while my dad slept in his chair, or that last lucid moment outside our favorite
breakfast diner Awful Annie’s when my dad, giving his parting words to me with tears in
his eyes, said, “be a big boy honey, be a big man.”
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Life in my childhood home provided all different kinds of distances. With
distance from Dartmouth, a gap grew between me and my proposed dissertation project
in Chile. To keep myself otherwise engaged, I volunteered as a campaign manager for a
woman running for a local watershed council board seat. I found her campaign out of her
opposition to a proposed dam complex, the Centennial Reservoir, that, amongst other
things, would have flooded Native American cultural heritage sites and sold tens of
thousands of acre feet out of the local district down to Los Angeles County.
Our campaign was successful. For now, the Centennial Reservoir is halted. And
in that process, I began to imagine and see a whole meaningful dissertation in places that
felt more familiar, felt like home. There’s a trick about anthropology that makes it seem
that it can only be done elsewhere with others. Even though my advisor had done her
dissertation at home, I did not heed the lesson. Working on issues I cared about at home
provided me a new-found insight about the potential for a different dissertation, as well
as a double-edged sword about navigating the cultural and political contexts with which I
was already familiar. Though I knew from the get-go that my ultimate Ph.D. conclusion
would not be the professoriate, I was struggling to find resonance between my
dissertation research in Chile and an applied career in the United States. Suddenly,
conducting fieldwork in rural Chile started to feel more and more untenable, distant. I
don’t necessarily recommend this to everyone, but soon after my father passed, I decided
to completely switch-up my dissertation. While the focus is still on rivers and the politics
that promise to build different, and hopefully better, futures, the places and contexts
could not be more different.
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Originally, I planned to conduct more “traditional” ethnographic fieldwork in the
town of Hamilton to understand how river restoration becomes a vehicle for climate
change planning, and how different communities respond to, and ultimately resist, these
efforts. I planned to start in Seattle and establish relationships and connections with
relevant organizations and entities before moving up to live in town in rural Skagit
County, rent a trailer, and start living an ethnographic life with others in the floodplain of
the Skagit River. I thought – and I still do – that this would make an excellent book
project, so rich and complex and a kind of portent of the dynamics we will begin to see
all across the United States soon enough. Yet again, life presented its challenges and
upended my newly reconfigured dissertation. COVID made moving up to Hamilton
basically impossible, and rural, poor communities were not the most readily legible and
accessible to a virtual ethnographic project over Zoom, Facebook chats, email and the
like. For now, it seemed like Hamilton as a dissertation project was dead in the water.
While we were all locked indoors and coping with the trauma of a now 2-year
plus pandemic, George Floyd was murdered at the hands of the Minneapolis Police.
Perhaps because of our pent-up energies inside, perhaps because of a kind of ongoing
repression in this country of civil liberties, perhaps because of the deep-boned tiredness
Black communities feel in this country, perhaps because the state continues to marshal
out de facto death sentences, perhaps because of a million other reasons, George Floyd’s
murder catalyzed a resurgence of the #BlackLivesMatter movement in the hearts and
minds of the broader American public. For months, some of the largest protest
movements in the United States formed to take to the streets, motivated by the haunting
rallying cry “I can’t breathe.” As the movement expanded to topics of wild injustice
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beyond police violence, to recognize the intersections of police violence with larger
issues in society (what many would call the white ableist cisheteropatriachy),
environmental justice activists, for example, linked Floyd’s last words “I can’t breathe”
to the decades of environmental injustice that communities of color have experienced in
the wake of toxic pollution. The comparison is poignant and helps to articulate how so
many issues we face in contemporary society become bound-up in something else, like
Walter Benjamin’s image of a chalk outline on the ground after a crime scene: the figure
that could be there is the subject of any of a number of crimes, but they are crimes still.
In Seattle, the resurgent #BLM movement spurred a political experiment in
territory, not unlike the earlier #OccupyWallStreet, but with a different vision. The
Capitol Hill Occupied Protest (CHOP), later becoming the Capitol Hill Autonomous
Zone (CHAZ), was a moment of intense lucidity and simultaneous disorientation in the
intensity of the earliest few months of the pandemic. Seattle has a penchant for protest
and counterculture, beginning with the Black Panthers and escalated when the World
Trade Organization protests in 1999 put the city “on the map,” alongside the shaggy hair
and dark tones of Kurt Cobain. Nowadays the freaks in the streets have become overrun
by young people working in tech with too much disposable income. CHOP/CHAZ
seemed to be a momentary break in the onslaught of normativity that Seattle currently is
trying to figure out. Walking around the CHOP/CHAZ – which was literally just a few
blocks long on one stretch of E Pine and parts of south Cal Anderson Park right up to the
Seattle Police Department precinct in Capitol Hill – there was the intensity of hope one
comes to associate with early social movements. People were experimenting with
different ways of communicating, telling stories, framing the current moment, drawing on
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alterative practices of exchange. For many who visited, I imagine, there was likely a
collectively held sense that it couldn’t last. This feeling was often punctuated by intense
bursts of violence, like the Seattle Police Department lobbing tear gas cannisters on to
assembled protesters, who, gathered en masse, used a fleet of umbrellas to dispel the
canisters back onto the front lines of the police. After the trauma of the moment subsided,
those gathered would continue on, speaking out, singing, dancing, sharing food.
Now, only a few material traces of CHOP/CHAZ remain: some patches of an
urban garden on the slopes of Cal Anderson Park, generally neglected; some chalk paint
on E Pine St that spells out B L M and is surrounded by yellow traffic poles. How the
CHOP/CHAZ will continue to shape anti-racism movements and the calls to defund the
police will remain to be seen, and I’m sure at this time some other doctoral student is
writing their dissertation about Summer 2020 in Seattle.
In this intense milieu, I was trying to figure out what my dissertation would look
like in the time of COVID. More than ever, I felt called to make sure my research
resonated with the communities with which I worked and didn’t just check the boxes of
the Ivory Tower. During this time, I recalled late-night conversations I had with friends
when I was dissatisfied with my Ph.D. work. I’d say, “you know, if I could do it all over
again, I would focus on environmental justice in the U.S. context.” And here I was, in a
moment when environmental justice was resurging all around me in popular discourse.
Through conversations with U.S. Forest Service researchers who I was partnering with to
understand applied social science in the Puget Sound, I kept hearing of their scholarly
excitement about the Duwamish River. When I first moved to Seattle, I worked as a
canvass director for an environmental nonprofit and was otherwise engaged with direct
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action politics in the Puget Sound area. I was familiar with the Duwamish River, but, to
be honest, I wrote it off for dissertation research. I thought it was too obvious, too many
people knew about it, too many people would be doing research there and I would be
entering into a crowded field. However, through the insistence of a retiring Forest Service
scientist, I contacted staff at DRCC. I was warmly welcomed. As a small and mighty
organization, they are classically underfunded and overworked – I fit right in. The
research in Chapter 3 is the result of hundreds of hours of collaboration, tough
conversations, and new friendships forged during a time of intense political and
economic hardship for a community-based environmental justice organization.
While the path to this dissertation product you are currently reading took many
twists and turns, I am proud of the work. In some ways, the comparison of Hamilton and
the Duwamish Valley is forced by the convention of the dissertation genre, and by the
limited time I have to complete my project while still a student. In many ways, each of
these chapters could be their own dissertation, and rightfully so. Looking back, I have, at
some point, started down the path of three different dissertation projects, and only small
fragments of two of them made their way into these pages. I also have learned a lot from
thinking about the Skagit and Duwamish Rivers alongside each other, and, as this work
shows, there are important things to contribute to the academic scholarship by bringing
these different rivers and their communities into one project. They are vastly different
river systems, and if you ever get the chance to visit them, you will quickly understand.
Yet, rivers have this magical power of speaking to something intimate in each of us,
something personal. Not necessarily individual, but personal. And in the personal, we can
all find some trace and resonance of the universal. In that spirit, I offer these explorations.
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Introduction
Environmental Justice and Living Risk in the Wake of Disaster
In this dissertation, I ethnographically explore the question: how do different
configurations of race and socioeconomic class shape how communities identify and
respond to environmental harm? To do so, I draw analytic attention to two distinct
communities who live in the wake of environmental disaster. Each community lives
along the banks of a politically and ecologically significant river system to the Puget
Sound estuary, which, as I discuss in more detail, occupies a prominent place in the
national landscape of river restoration efforts in the United States. Through my analyses,
I trace the emergent political and cultural identities of these communities as they are
bound-up in efforts for river restoration and ecological improvement. These political and
cultural identities, I show, hinge on shifting understandings of acceptable risk1. As I
explore in more detail below, how communities come to recognize and respond to
environmental harm is tied to their relationship, tolerance, and understandings of the
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In some ways, the on-going COVID-19 pandemic sparked my analytic focus on acceptable risk. As we
have all come to do since March 2020, each of us has – out of necessity – compiled, synthesized, and
interpreted various forms of data that shape shifting amalgamations of individual and collective risk
assessment.
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kinds of sociopolitical and environmental risk – and risk tolerance – they afford. The
identity formations that I analyze are important in promoting insight into the politics of
environmental justice in contemporary society, especially as they relate to efforts for
ecological restoration and repair.
This dissertation is based on ethnographic and archival research into two different
modes of river restoration and the many communities they implicate in the Puget Sound
estuary in the Pacific Northwest of the United States. I employ an approach I call
“watershed ethnography” to ethnographically compare the cultural and political identities
of communities that are the subject of these efforts: the town of Hamilton, WA in rural
northwestern Puget Sound, and communities in the Duwamish River Valley in south
Seattle, the most human-populated region in the greater Puget Sound area. As I discuss in
more detail later, river restoration efforts are rapidly emerging as a suite of methods to
promote climate change adaptation planning and repair ecosystems that have been
severely damaged by ongoing extractive industrial capitalism. The academic literature
about the intersections of climate change, the Anthropocene, and resilience, for example,
are important debates that are relevant to my research, yet are waged by other scholars
elsewhere and are outside the scope of this dissertation. However, for my purposes, I
examine river restoration efforts in light of climate change planning as they provide
unique insights into how cultural and political forces shape community recognition of
environmental harm. The recognition of environmental harm to organize a response in
civil society has been a central focus of scholarship and activism in environmental
justice.

2

Foundational work in environmental justice exposes the disproportionate ways
that historically marginalized communities are impacted by environmental harm based on
race and socioeconomic status (Bullard 1990; Checker 2005; Pulido 1996). Since then,
scholarship on environmental justice has expanded across disciplinary, cultural, and
geographic contexts. One vein of this scholarship – ethnography – analyzes
environmental justice at three registers: as a political movement that emerged from antiBlack violence, civil rights, and anti-nuclear movements in the 1960s, as a cultural
subject that circulates within academic, policy, and public spheres, and as a scholarly
approach, as I describe in Chapter 1. Oftentimes, ethnographers of environmental justice
examine moments of injustice to demonstrate what people mean by justice (Auyero and
Swistun 2009; Besky 2013; Checker 2005). In the United States, these moments of
environmental injustices pushed environmentalism past otherwise “white” concerns for
wilderness and conservation (Di Chiro 19998) which manifest in government policies
that dispossess local communities of color (Kosek 2006) or serve as a form of
“environmental gentrification” (Checker 2011). Building on this, scholars of
environmental justice outlined how one community’s environmental amenity becomes
another community’s burden (Boone et al. 2009), which is implicated in longer spatialtemporal timelines, like segregation (Grove et al. 2017). These ethnographers focus on
the role of intersecting historical forces in shaping concerns for environmental
(in)justices.
Yet, environmental justice scholarship has historically been about the
identification and response to legacies of environmental harm, or a temporal focus on the
past as it articulates in the present. Little research within environmental justice, even in
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anthropology, examines projects like river restoration as spaces where the intersections of
the state, communities, and capital enact different visions for the future. In many ways,
river restoration efforts are projects that attempt to enact different socioecological futures.
Rivers and their extreme events like floods, exacerbate environmental vulnerability for
communities otherwise discarded by the state. Additionally, rivers are classic sites of
environmental justice work due to legacies of pollution and toxicity that become
physically manifest in the bodies of historically marginalized riverine communities
(Hoover 2017; Williams 2000). Ultimately, large-scale efforts to restore rivers are rooted
in the logics of protecting the health and well-being of vulnerable communities. In the
case of Hamilton, WA, one of my research sites, the mode of relocating the town as a
form of river restoration might be seen as a form of protecting the vulnerable from
environmental hazard, in their case intense flooding. Scholars have shown how class
privilege (Colten 2006) and/or race (Hardy et al. 2017) shape who has access to leaving a
zone of precarity, as the option to leave is not always seamless process. This dissertation
advances this scholarship to ask how environmental justice might be cast in terms of
communities who want to stay, or who choose to not leave the floodplain, for reasons left
to be discovered.
In recent years, popular discourse on environmental justice puts forth the category
of “environmental justice communities,” which centers the politics of identity vis a vis
the politics of community within environmental justice. Environmental justice as a
political movement emerged through a focus on identity categories related to civil rights.
In contemporary settings, these political identities are central to understanding how
environmental justice plays-out in different social and ecological contexts. In analyzing
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the cultural and political identities of communities implicated in ecological improvement
initiatives, this dissertation builds on foundational work that situates identities in contrast
to subjectivity, like, in the words of Stuart Hall (1989:68), identity as an emergent
category that is not an “already accomplished historical fact…. [but] instead…as a
‘production,’ which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within,
not outside of, representation.” Rather than subjectivity in the Foucauldian sense – a kind
of inherited or imposed way of being in the world that reflects and reinforces dominant
forms of power, like the case of Agarawal’s (2005) forest stewards in India – identities
are more fluid and flexible, and are in a constant process of unfolding. In particular, in
the case of environmental justice, identities are relational, and essentialist and pre-figured
categories like race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability are valences through which
identity formation occurs and articulates through social and political relationships
(Somers 1994). Through my ethnographic comparisons of two different communities and
their distinct political identities forged in the wake of environmental disasters, I will show
how identity is lived and practiced as sets of strategic political relationships to make
claims to place and intervene in government-led improvement projects. Yet to understand
how these political identities are forged living in zones of risk and environmental
hazards, one must also understand how scholars have approached the study of disaster.
Scholarship that emerges from a critical approach to the study of disaster – in
fields like anthropology, geography, and political ecology – starts from a position that
destabilizes the category of nature in natural disasters. These scholars were responding to
a long-standing tradition in the 20th century in disaster studies that analyzed hazards and
disasters as outcomes of natural events that could be managed and mitigated by a
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technocratic reliance on science (Gould et al. 2016). To that end, critical disaster studies
situate the unequal distribution of resources, risk, and vulnerability at the center of the
politics of disaster to show that disasters are not solely the result of biophysical processes
(Blaikie et al. 1994; Oliver-Smith 1996). These scholars do not reject the role that
biophysical forces play in shaping hazards and disasters like floods and earthquakes, but
rather, they highlight the social, political, and economic relationships that generate
uneven risk and exposure in the face of these events. In many ways, critical disaster
studies placed an analytical focus on vulnerability as it is lived by communities who are
exposed to the intersecting forces of nature and development. Yet recently, scholars have
pushed for a shift away from vulnerability to a focus on the “forces that structure risk”
(Marino and Faas 2020) to analyze the socially and spatially differentiated ways that
communities are exposed to harm (Ranganathan 2015). As Rebecca Elliott (2021: 27)
makes abundantly clear, disasters, “the designation of which is itself an act of
interpretation, can be located as much in the organizations and the sociotechnical systems
that societies use to manage and respond to hazards and harms, as it can in any given
event.” Therefore, disasters can be better understood not just through how communities
experience them – a community’s vulnerability – but the forces that structure this
vulnerability over time.
One recent vein of scholarship in critical disaster studies that moves away from
the “vulnerability slot” has taken a post-structural approach to analyze how different
groups and actors define what counts as nature within natural disasters. This antiessentialist political ecology traces both the material and ideological discursive framings
of nature to show how they structure disaster politics and disaster response (Gould et al.
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2016; Mustafa 2005). Through in-depth qualitative research that spans ethnography to
document and policy analyses, these scholars demonstrate that policy and management
decisions about what to rebuild and how to respond to disaster “articulate fundamental
assumptions about the nature of people, social well-being, and development that have
unique cultural histories, and that these histories may or may not be conducive to
recovery in disaster-affected sites” (Faas and Barrios 2015: 290). Some strands of critical
disaster studies emphasized the sociopolitical and economic forces underlying disaster
exposure and risk, these analyses often took the role of capitalism as a given and did not
track the mechanisms or modes of how capitalism – and other political-economic
arrangements – shaped disasters. Critical disaster studies have developed to analyze life
in the wake of disaster (Fortun 2012) to show how states and multinational corporations
collude to take advantage of disasters and their fallouts to impose neoliberal policies for
the accumulation of capital (Klein 2007). This interplay between technocratic
management and corporate capitalization is reminiscent of what Ulrich Beck (1992)
called a “risk society,” where rational actors are preoccupied with predicting, controlling,
and mitigating future risks through science and empirical data to continue the everexpanding project of modernity.
Recent work in political ecology has turned to restoration to understand the
political nature of the scientific production of knowledge, reminding us that the
application of science to environmental problems is necessarily a practice of politics (see
Forsyth 2003 for discussion). Whereas political ecologists argue that conservation
represents conflicts over space and place (e.g. West 2006), restoration efforts present
conflicts about time and place (e.g. Biermann 2016; Woelfle-Erskine et al. 2012). While
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river restoration science recognizes the flaws in trying to correct to a pure historic
baseline, or a “first nature,” (Grabowski et al. 2017; Wohl et al. 2015), a temporal
uncertainty still exists within the scientific community where practitioners might ‘‘agree
that they are trying to re-instate something, they just do not agree what that something
should be” (Jørgensen 2014:1). These temporal politics shape the places and scales of
how restoration work is executed.
The literature on river restoration in political ecology tends to focus on urban
areas and mitigating the effects of urbanization on riparian ecosystems (e.g. Eden and
Tunstall 2006; Rademacher 2011), while more contemporary modes of river restoration
increasingly implicates communities and river systems outside of the urban context (Fox
et al. 2016; Fox et al. 2017; Magilligan et al. 2017). There is a growing literature within
political ecology that focuses on river and stream restoration that highlights the cultural
dynamics and political economies that drive restoration activities (Eden et al. 2000; Eden
and Tunstall 2006; Fox et al. 2017; Lave 2012a; Lave 2012b; Lave et al. 2010) and
specific calls for attention to the institutional dynamics of restoration (Baker et al. 2014).
Moreover, political ecologists also speak to how environmental knowledge around dam
removal, a form of river restoration, is shaped by the local, and often place-based,
contexts (Fox et al. 2016). Technological, scientific, and legal analyses comprise most of
the work on river restoration. Notable examples are critiques of stream mitigation
banking that demonstrate the different social and geomorphological outcomes of rivers
based on public or private motivations for stream restoration (Doyle et al. 2015). There is
a body of scholarship that analyzes neoliberal market logics in motivating stream
restoration in the United States (Lave 2012b, 2014a, 2014b; Lave et al. 2010) to
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demonstrate how restoration is implicated within emerging political economies shaped by
particular regional dynamics.
At the intersections of these bodies of scholarship – environmental justice, critical
disaster studies, and the political ecologies of restoration – emerges the unifying concept
of acceptable risk. The study of acceptable risk emerged in the latter half of the 20th
century as the environmental movement began to grapple with the extent of pollution and
its almost seamless integration into ecosystems (Fischhoff et al. 1981). For example, in
the Duwamish River, scientists consider 2ppm of PCB contaminants as “natural
background pollution,” as PCBs are persistent enough in the environment proving almost
impossible to permanently remove. Acceptable risk became a bureaucratic management
threshold to identify industrial practices where those in power could deem certain
pollution as “acceptable” for a broad constituency, enabling government regulators to
direct their efforts towards “more impactful” hazardous waste generators (Fischhoff
1994). Risk assessments became a tool to balance the benefits and costs of technologies
and practices that might harm individuals or society (Clarke 1989) to establish some sort
of baseline of “acceptable risk.” Ultimately, these practices put forth a normative
conceptualization of risk that hinged on rational scientific processes of investigation
(Hunter and Fewtrell 2001) that generalized what was acceptable outside of specific
concerns around race, class, and gender, for example. These practices were immediately
critiqued, pushing for an inclusion of relative cultural and socioeconomic considerations
(Boholm 2003; Curtis 1992) and an integration of environmental justice analyses into risk
assessment and the production of “acceptable risk” standards (Checker 2007; ShraderFrechette 2002). Scholars have continued to critique risk assessment sciences for their

9

lack of attention to structural violence, for example, whose focus centers the concept of
“cumulative risk,” to capture the multiple and compounding sources of harm (Peña
2011). Even still, acceptable risk has come to structure the everyday realities for many
communities who live in environments that are toxic or dangerous or replete with
different forms of harm. River restoration efforts attempt to correct some of these
exposures to risk through promoting different forms of social and ecological
improvement.
In the ethnographic examples presented and analyzed in this dissertation, the
social and ecological improvement projects are led by different configurations of
government agencies. Broadly, anthropological research on the concept of “the State”
cracks open the black box concept to demonstrate how the State is multiple, how state
power is relational and touches and is touched at many different places by many different
groups of people, and the social and cultural dimensions that underly the State as a set of
lived, strategic and political relationships. Critical approaches to the state have
highlighted the state’s role in the coercion of and enforcement of capital accumulation
(Harvey 1976) or how bureaucracies enable state expansion (Scott 1998). Yet, the state is
not just one cohesive unit or singular body (Abrams 1988). Anthropological research
troubles the state as an a priori conceptual or empirical object. For example, Mitchell
(2001), demonstrates how the state comes into being as a discrete, autonomous social
institution through everyday social practices. Through this approach, the role of cultural
and social difference forms and informs and ethnographic approach to understanding
state formation and state power. Scholars have detailed how the State is a cultural artifact,
if not a social construction, and therefore is contextually specific in how it exercises
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power and manages populations. Indeed, nation-states became eclipsed by the rise of
globalization and multi-national and international organizations, yet state power remains.
For example, "proceduralism as the repetition of everyday actions and the mundane
realities of following precedent, reproduce ‘the state’ as an institution across time and
space” (Sharma and Gupta 2006:13).
In this dissertation, I approach the state ethnographically as an ideological
apparatus, building on work by Louis Althusser (1970) that argues for a view of the state
as a reproducing the conditions of possibility that harkens back to Antonnio Gramsci’s
(1971) interpretation of the state as a cultural force that condenses the balances of
competing sociopolitical forces and is ultimately the outcome of struggle. Through this
view, the state becomes a set of relationships and emerges relationally, de-fetishizing the
state as an object or end-product and ethnographically positions it as a set of on-going
and strategic social relationships (Angel 2017). Similar to the conceptualization of
identity discussed above, the state and state power unfolds in series of processes and
dynamic contestations. Like identity, the state emerges through sets of relationships.
Community intervention into state processes, then, becomes possible through intervening
in and building different sets of social relationships as they intersect with state forms of
control and resource management. In particular, the research in this dissertation examines
different kinds of state apparatuses and the sociopolitical relationships embedded within
in the context of the politics of environmental justice.
Through this dissertation research, I examine how concerns for environmental
justice shape community responses to and engagements with their rivers through
ethnographic case studies of two different communities that are the subjects of river
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restoration efforts. Therefore, this dissertation explores how we might understand the
relationship between social justice, ecological restoration, and prevailing political
economies and how these produce cultural and political identities informed by acceptable
risk. To do so, this dissertation extends earlier ethnographic work on rural communities,
class, race, and the environment (Ogden 2011; Satterfield 2002) to demonstrate how
communities identify and respond to environmental harm. Race has always been a central
focus in environmental justice scholarship. This scholarship led to deeper understandings
of structural inequalities at the intersections of race, class and the environment (Bullard
1993; Pulido 1996). More recently, environmental justice scholarship extends the
question of race to liberational practices in the abolitionist tradition and decolonial
thought spurred by BIPOC communities (Pulido and de Lara 2018), and even to
interrogations of white privilege and white supremacy (Pulido 2015). Rural white
communities, like those in Appalachia, factor into conversations about just transitions
given calls to move away from coal-based energy production (Hochschild 2016) or
natural gas fracking (Gullion 2015; Pearson 2017). Although the environmental justice
framework has been traditionally applied to the rural poor in cases of toxic exposure, for
the most part the emphasis has been on the distributional effects of environmental racism
on Black and Brown communities. As I will show, how communities come to identify
environmental harm, and how risk shapes their cultural and political identities, ultimately
influences when people identify problems as those of environmental justice.
Background: Ecological Improvement in the Puget Sound Estuary
My research explores environmental justice and acceptable risk in the context of river
restoration efforts. The Puget Sound estuary in the United States is especially well-suited
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for understanding the intersections of environmental justice and ecological improvement
initiatives like river restoration. River restoration initiatives promise to increase the
resiliency of riparian ecosystems and generate socioecological benefits by recovering
threatened species and the eco-hydrologic functions of rivers. A significant aspect of the
annual $9.5 billion ecological restoration economy (BenDor et al. 2015), river restoration
represents some of the largest and most expensive environmental planning efforts in the
United States. On the West Coast, legacies of uneven development and extractive
industries, such as mining and timber harvesting, articulate with on-going climate change
impacts. In large part, these forces contribute to observed estuarian decline (Brophy et al.
2019). The histories of the region accentuates three prevailing narratives of
environmental politics: massive regulation of river systems through hydrologic
intervention (White 1995) and conflicts over tribal sovereignty, treaty rights, and the comanagement of natural resources (Fisher 2010); the forest wars and conservation ethics
that dominated much of the mid- to late 20th century (Pike 2017; Satterfield 2002); and
the subsequent transitions into a sustainability paradigm that promotes green
development in the face of a rapidly changing climate. These three prevailing
environmental narratives inform contemporary river restoration efforts in Puget Sound.
The Puget Sound estuary has been on the forefront of restoration efforts in the
United States for over three decades, with salmon habitat restoration and coastal safety
from sea level rise justifying restoration efforts. In 1988, Congress designated the Puget
Sound estuary an Estuary of National Significance. The seminal decision in United
States v. Washington in 1974, colloquially known as the “Boldt Decision,” guaranteed
tribes in Washington half of all current and future fish stock and entitlement to fish at
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“usual and accustomed places.” Two decades later, Washington State created the Puget
Sound Partnership to organize and lead the National Estuary Program’s complex and
multiple restoration initiatives. Moreover, listing of several anadromous species in the
region as threatened and endangered under the Endangered Species Act complicates the
region’s salmon economy (Fisher 2010; Lichatowich 1999; Taylor 1999). These
overlapping interests over wild salmon’s continued viability historically justified river
restoration projects in the region (NWIFC 2011, 2016). Recently, increasing flood risks
(Mauger et al. 2015) spur river restoration as a prominent strategy to promote the
livability of coastal and floodplain environments for Puget Sound communities
(Geogiadis 2019; Lombard 2006). Additionally, worries over the health of the Southern
Resident Orca pod have created new controversies around river restoration, renewing
focus on river restoration for salmon habitat provisioning as a “master concept” of
environmental governance (Fletcher 2010; see While et al. 2009:2). Due to these highprofile concerns, many aspects of environmental politics are reflected through salmon
habitat restoration: salmon tend to drive the boat in the environmental politics of the
Puget Sound region.
River restoration efforts in Puget Sound represent a complex, well-funded
political machine, spanning multiple federal and state agencies, coordination with Tribal
governments, and the involvement of local governments across 13 counties in the Puget
Sound watershed. Due to the high-profile nature of river restoration in this region, large
amounts of funding through legislation like the Endangered Species Act as well as
private philanthropy and federal grant money result in countless numbers of nongovernmental and community-based organizations working to coordinate and promote
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restoration, from watershed community councils to social justice nonprofits to sciencebased organizations like The Nature Conservancy. The complex political economy of
salmon restoration tends to overdetermine a focus on traditional concerns for wilderness
conservation and a speciesism rooted in biology and ecology. Yet, as scholars have
shown (Fisher 2010; Breslow 2011), salmon restoration as it intersects with Tribal
interests is more than just restoring a fish stock and promoting biological flourishing: it is
about recognizing sovereignty and treaty rights, a central component of environmental
justice. Alongside Tribal interest, community groups intervene in river restoration to
promote a widening of consideration to other human and social justice considerations.
Research Design: Comparative Ethnographic Case-Studies of Distinct Riparian
Communities and River Restoration Efforts
To explore how race and class shape environmental justice and acceptable risk in
the context of river restoration efforts, I conducted research in two communities with
distinct demographic profiles. As I discuss in more detail below, each site of
investigation has a unique socioeconomic composition. In Hamilton, WA, the vast
majority of the town’s 300 residents are predominantly white and almost one-third of the
town lives below the federal poverty line. In contrast, the Duwamish Valley is one of the
most socioeconomically and linguistically diverse neighborhoods in the entire Puget
Sound region, with almost 60% of residents identifying as non-white people of color and
about 20% living below the federal poverty line.
The goal of the research is to identify the historical, cultural, and environmental
factors that shape different actors’ political and cultural identities in relation to river
restoration. Employing ethnographic methods to investigate Hamilton and the Duwamish
Valley as parts of the Puget Sound’s “regional territorial imaginary” (Mendoza et al.
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2017) explores both the material (e.g. salmon decline, environmental change, political
economy, flooding) and cultural (e.g. emotional attachments, regional identities, visions
of the future) dimensions that motivate restoration initiatives. The institutional
arrangements brought to bear in each restoration effort, histories of industrialization and
uneven development, and the community composition of each place provide excellent
case studies to understand broader conversations about environmental justice and river
restoration. I draw on a combined 18 months of ethnographic and historical research with
community groups, government representatives, scientists, policymakers, and

Figure 1 Puget Sound with its major tributaries. Original image credit: We Are Puget Sound (2019),
Seattle, WA: Braided River. Hamilton and Duwamish Valley overlays estimated and added by author (not
geospatially referenced).

environmental activists in both the Skagit and Duwamish River watersheds. As I discuss
16

in more detail in each chapter, my research combines participant observation, semistructured interviews, focus groups, oral histories, and document and discourse analyses
to attend to the emergent cultural and political identities of communities that live in the
wake of environmental disaster. Importantly, these two ethnographic comparisons
promote a deeper understanding of the politics of environmental justice as they play out
within river restoration efforts. While each community and river are distinct, the throughline of acceptable risk helps us to understand how different communities form and
navigate cultural and political identities to maintain their lives and livelihoods in an
increasingly precarious world.
The Skagit River: Legacies of Flooding and Disaster
Hamilton, WA is a small town of about 300 people who live on the banks of the
Skagit River in northwestern Puget Sound. The town is considerably rural, with the
nearest grocery store about 15 miles away. As of the 2020 census, 90% of the town
identifies as white, almost one-third of residents fall below the federal poverty line, only
9.6% of people have a college degree or higher, the rate of employment is half that of the
rest of Washington, and both veteran and disability status is almost twice that of the rest
of Washington. While there have been slight demographic changes over time, the town
has consistently been a poor and working class town of majority white communities since
its founding in the late 1800s.
Hamilton’s sole dilapidating sawmill, now standing on the banks of the Skagit
River, reflects the town’s Industrial history. With the discovery of coal in the 1860s,
miners established the Hamilton Mine and logging interests soon followed to support the
town and industry. Culverts were built and sloughs were disconnected by channel-side
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real estate. Booming Industrial interests at the time had papers touting Hamilton as
becoming the “Pittsburgh of the West.” Now, with a population of 309, and one-third
living below the federal poverty line, Hamilton has struggled in the last two decades to
respond to ever-increasing floods. In the past two decades, significant floods in 1995,
2003, 2006, and 2017, have resulted in the FEMA spending nearly $4.6 million in flood
claims to help residents (Bush 2019). Moreover, flooding in Hamilton throughout the 20th
century resulted in somewhere close to $20 million in FEMA aid (Yardley 2006).
Hamilton has been the subject of long-standing discussions of relocation due to its
location in the Skagit River floodplain since its incorporation in 1872. However, the
current wave of relocation efforts shift focus to salmon habitat restoration as the driving
motivation.

Figure 2 A computer-generated rendering of the planned eco-village “Hamilton Town Center” made by a
contracted architectural and urban landscape design firm for Hamilton residents

Forterra, the Seattle-based conservation NGO, has led the relocation/salmon
habitat restoration effort, in collaboration with Hamilton’s former mayor and city
planners. The goal of this effort is to relocate the town to a 45-acre upland parcel of land
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Forterra owns. Through its “Hamilton Floodplain, Planning, Acquisition and Restoration
Project,” Forterra plans to transform the town into an eco-village with rooftop solar
panels, community composter, and a biofiltering wastewater processor (Forterra 2019).
Moreover, Forterra has identified this removal and relocation as integral to salmon
habitat restoration efforts of the Skagit River, as the Skagit supplies about half of all wild
Puget Sound chinook salmon (NWIFC 2016).
Hamilton sits down-stream of three hydropower dams that are part of the Skagit
River Hydroelectric Project. Construction started on the first dam, the Gorges Dam (91
m), in 1921, the Diablo Dam (119 m) in 1930, and ended with the Ross Dam (165 m)
finished in 1953. As of 2012, the city of Seattle receives roughly 20 percent of its
electricity from the Project. Coupled with legacies of logging and deforestation, the
Skagit River has been riddled with development and eco-hydrological systems of control
and homogenization. Given the context of increased flood events, with 100-year floods
projected to increase by 49% by the 2080s (Lee et al. 2016), Hamilton residents are under
pressure from multiple angles to relocate and reconfigure their homes and livelihoods.
The Duwamish River: A Superfund Site
In contrast to Hamilton, the Duwamish Valley is a much more socioeconomically
diverse neighborhood in a rather homogenous city. For example, on average, Seattle is a
city where about 70% of people identify as white. The converse is true in the Duwamish
Valley: according to the 2020 census, almost as many people identify as non-white
people of color. Since the Duwamish Valley is an amalgamation of several zip codes,
urban neighborhoods and census tracts, it is much more difficult to present a unified data
comparison to Hamilton. However, an EPA-generated community involvement plan that
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draws on census data and uses the boundaries from the Duwamish Vision Map (Figure 8)
shows that 21% of people live below the federal poverty line and 21% have a college
degree (EPA 2016b). While there might be similarities between Hamilton and the
Duwamish Valley, they largely represent demographic counterpoints.
Surprisingly, very few histories of the Duwamish River have been written, as
author BJ Cummings (2020) notes in her book The River that Made Seattle. In what
follows, I draw heavily on Cummings’s historical research, as it is the most current and
collected version of the few historical works that do exist. Additionally, Cummings was
the founding director of DRCC. Her research and narrative framings represent its own
kind of historicity of making sense of DRCC and the Duwamish Valley and provide
important ethnographic empirics of their own kind into the emergence of environmental
justice community identities in the Duwamish Valley.
The Coast Salish peoples – which is a designation of a collection of Indigenous
and First Nations Peoples throughout the Salish Sea, a transboundary waterway between
Canada and the United States – had been living in what is now known as the Pacific
Northwest for more than 12,000 years. Early traders pulled the Salish Sea into the global
economy through the Hudson Bay Company and the exchange of textiles and animal
skins. These economic encroachments, as well as the empowerment of settler to claim
land in the then-forming Oregon Territory, resulted in new alliances between the Coast
Salish peoples to defend their traditional homelands (Cummings 2020). The increasing
arrival of settlers in 1851 radically reconfigured the political and social relationships of
the area’s Indigenous communities, which ultimately resulted in a total transformation of
the ecology and human-environment relationships. The concepts of “tribes” and “chiefs”
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were settler-colonial inventions introduced to the Coast Salish peoples that gave the
appearance of centralized governance (Tollefson 1989). Ultimately, these new units of
organization were useful to Chief Se’alth (after whom Seattle is named) in his goals of
consolidating his power amongst the Duwamish and “building a multi-ethnic society in
his homeland,” seeking coexistence with the settlers in the region (Cummings 2020:32).
Even so, the settlers in the Duwamish valley felled thousands of trees for lumber to be
sent down to San Francisco, drastically altering the landscape. Farms were built in the
wake of deforestation, and the Duwamish River became a massive transportation route
for food as well as logs and coal. This imposition of settler territory and economy on top
of Indigenous land resulted in bloody and armed conflict.
Ultimately, these conflicts resulted in the United States government seeking
treaties with the local Indigenous communities to justify its own theft and delegation of
land to its burgeoning citizenry in what was becoming known as the City of Seattle and
throughout the Puget Sound region more broadly. These treaties drew on the colonial
political inventions of “tribes” and “chiefs” to organize the reservation systems and the
concessions of land rights from the Coast Salish peoples to the United States government,
creating a complicated geography that relocated local Indigenous communities away
from their traditional homelands but allowed for fishing at “usual and accustomed
places,” forced individuals to choose to become part of political groups that did not exist
prior, and resulted in the lack of recognition of the Duwamish Tribe, which still persists
today (Cummings 2020).
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Figure 3 ABOVE: The left panel shows a historical projection of the Duwamish River, with the light blue
icons being historical cultural sites of the Duwamish peoples. The right panel shows an aerial image of the
current lower reach of the Duwamish River and docu ments its extreme channelization. BELOW:
Renderings of how industrialization and development in the Lower Duwamish watershed completely
transformed the ecology of the tideflat estuary. Image credit: The Burke Museum, University of
Washington, The Waterlines Project.
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Additionally, when the City of Seattle was incorporated in 1865, its first official act was
to prohibit Indigenous communities from living in the city limits unless they served as
laborers housed by their employers (Cummings 2020). Through settler-colonial land
practices and institutions, Indigenous people were dispossessed of their land and
livelihood and excluded from occupying the Duwamish Valley, a place that bears their
name.
By the 1920s, the actions of the settler-colonists – including razing and burning
some 90 Duwamish longhouses – resulted in a dramatic reconfiguration of the Duwamish
watershed, reducing it to less than one-quarter of its original size (Cummings 2020). This
complete transformation laid the groundwork for the Duwamish Valley to become a
working and industrial zone of the greater Puget Sound economy, and ultimately became
home to the new waves of immigrants to take industrial wage labor jobs. Waves of
immigration by Italian, Japanese, Eastern European, Central and South American, and
Southeast Asian populations resulted in a new kind of cultural geography in the
Duwamish Valley, with the neighborhoods of Georgetown and South Park voting for
annexation into Seattle in 1910 (Cummings 2020) which set the stage for different kinds
of racial and class conflicts than the ones preceded by settler-colonial occupation. Parallel
to these new waves of immigration, the local government was channelizing the
Duwamish River into an industrial waterway to support the movement of barges and
industrial shipping, as well as the then burgeoning Boeing company that, at the height of
its production during World War II, produced up to seventeen B-17 bombers per day
(Cummings 2020). The transformation of the Duwamish River into a working river
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solidified the ongoing siting of industry and commerce in the Duwamish River valley in
south Seattle.
A Summary of What Follows
To assess how acceptable risk comes to shape the political and cultural identities of those
who live in the wake of disaster and are implicated in river restoration efforts, the
remainder of this dissertation unfolds in three chapters. Chapter 1 is an analysis and
review of environmental justice and Chapters 2 and 3 are research chapters that explore
different valences of environmental justice in the contest of river restoration. The final
section offers some final remarks and reflections about future research directions.
In Chapter 1, my co-authors and I explore an important gap in the environmental
justice literature: what does ethnographic attention to environmental justice – as both a
set of empirical objects as well as a theoretical framework for making sense of socioecological problems – contribute to our understanding of human-environment
relationships? As we argue, ethnography as a methodological orientation was late arrived
to environmental justice scholarship. Nevertheless, ethnographic attention to
environmental justice provides important insights into how environmental vulnerability is
lived, as well as offers important instruction for how scholars might approach the
research relationships and processes that accompany doing work alongside environmental
justice communities.
In Chapter 2, I ask: why do people continue to live in places that are dangerous
and costly to live? Accordingly, I analyze the cultural logics that shape why rural,
working-class people choose to continue to live under the threat of future floods,
especially given the history of catastrophic flood events. In essence, I investigate how
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flooding becomes part of the cultural identity of town residents and how this identity has
made them resistant to floodplain relocation. To do so, I draw on historical and archival
research on the town of Hamilton, complemented by limited ethnographic fieldwork
interrupted by the on-going COVID-19 pandemic. Rivers flood – as they should – and
patterns of human development tied to industrial capitalism have resulted in the active
human occupation of floodplains. Over time, government approaches and responses to
communities who live in floodplains have shifted, which results in a complicated
regulatory landscape of post-flood disasters. Yet in Hamilton, WA in particular, flooding
from the Skagit River has come to shape the cultural identity of the town, as well as form
a part of the cultural identities of town residents who live there. These floodplain
identities, I argue, ultimately offer a useful explanatory framework for why the rural,
majority-white, and poor/working-class population of Hamilton resist floodplain
relocation efforts.
In Chapter 3, I explore the question: how do activists and social movement
organizers maintain the category of an environmental justice community? I analyze how
legacies of environmental pollution have shaped the conditions of political possibility for
community-based organizations through a focus on the Superfund cleanup programs on
the Duwamish River in Seattle, WA. Over the last two decades, the EPA Superfund
program on the Duwamish River has ultimately resulted in significant improvements to
the health of the river, as well as the many communities that call the river’s valley home.
Yet also, the EPA has ultimately been able to enact this change through the framework of
environmental justice, otherwise appropriating a concept that originated with BIPOC
communities as a challenge to environmental racism and structural violence. In the years
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since this institutionalization of environmental justice, a dynamic interplay between the
state apparatus and social movement politics has resulted in the emergence of what I call
the community slot, or a categorical space for political intervention.
I conclude this dissertation with a summary of the research’s main findings as
they relate to the literature in environmental justice, critical disaster studies, and political
ecology more generally as they relate to forward-thinking initiatives that grapple with
acceptable risk to promote social and ecological improvement.
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journal Environment and Society and contains contributions from additional authors.
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Chapter 1
The Double Force of Vulnerability: Ethnography and
Environmental Justice
Abstract: This article reviews ethnographic literature of environmental justice (EJ). Both
a social movement and scholarship, EJ is a crucial domain for examining the intersections
of environment, well-being, and social power, and yet has largely been dominated by
quantitative and legal analyses. A minority literature in comparison, ethnography attends
to other valences of injustice and modes of inequality. Through this review, we argue that
ethnographies of EJ forward our understanding of how environmental vulnerability is
lived, as communities experience and confront toxic environments. Following a
genealogy of EJ, we explore three prominent ethnographic thematics of EJ: the
production of vulnerability through embodied toxicity; the ways that injustice becomes
embedded in landscapes; and how processes like research collaborations and legal
interventions become places of thinking and doing the work of justice. Finally, we
identify emergent trends and challenges, suggesting future research directions for
ethnographic consideration.
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Introduction
A cinematic montage opens the documentary AWAKE: A Dream from Standing Rock
(2017, Myron Dewey, Josh Fox, and James Spione): a water protector’s face adorned
with a gas mask; heavy equipment trucks and burning roads; and oil wells and flooded
trailers offer an electrifying composite of environmental defense. Following this series of
images, Standing Rock Lakota Nation member Floris White Bull narrates the stories of
the stars to children at the cusp of sleep, then asks: “Was this a vision of the future? The
present? The past?” This interrogation of harm’s temporality, paired with scenes from the
ceremonial protection of land and water at the Standing Rock / #NoDAPL camps in
2016–2017, demonstrate what we call the “double force of vulnerability.” The double
force of vulnerability is not only a story about sustained suffering. In some ways a
counterpoint to double exposure (O’Brien and Leichenko 2000), the double force of
vulnerability demonstrates how impacted communities experience vulnerability in ways
that make life precarious and produce conditions for solidarity and collective action.
While vulnerability seems to contour contemporary environments worldwide,
conditions of mortal risk are familiar for humans and our nonhuman relations living
within the historically particular conditions of “late industrialism” (Fortun 2012).
Populations marginalized by settler colonial, economic, and racial violence have firsthand
knowledge of how hazardous landscapes get (re)produced. Beginning in the 1980s, a
growing number of activists and scholars articulated this particular form of harm as
environmental racism, spurring environmental justice movements in Black and
Indigenous communities (Bullard 1990; Holifield 2001; LaDuke 1999; Lee 2021). Fields
like public health epidemiology (Wing 2005) and law (Krakoff and Rosser 2012; Tsosie
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2009) have provided significant scientific and legal evidence in support of activists’
emerging arguments. Simultaneously, quantitative approaches have generated statistically
significant, juridically relevant, and policy-oriented findings, yet have not developed a
theory of cause or grounded sociocultural meanings of environmental vulnerability.
Ethnographic research helps close that gap.
In this article, we review a specific vein of research on environmental justice (EJ)
to argue that ethnography attends to the double force of vulnerability to conceptualize the
causes of environmental injustices. We ground our review in the belief that ethnography
is a sensibility (McGranahan 2018), rather than a toolkit method. In this sense,
ethnographies of EJ represent a form of critical witnessing and interpretive action
(Robertson 2005; Scheper-Hughes 1995; Taussig 2011; Thomas 2019). This approach
draws upon what Darren Ranco (2006) calls a “hermeneutic for theorizing from within”
for Native anthropologists and allies who place collaboration and decolonial relations at
the center of the work. To be sure, ethnography as a research sensibility is not above the
fray of the complexities of engaged research, but rather traffics in the messiness
alongside other approaches like community-based participatory research (CBPR) and
participatory action research (PAR), where scholars have to address the question: how
can the knowledge produced be used, and by whom? Anthropological engagements with
activism (see Kirsch 2018; and Willow and Yotebieng 2020)—and a deep concern for
how to mobilize research in service of communities—shape an ethnographic sensibility
toward the practices, identities, institutions, and social movements that constitute EJ.
Such projects remind us that vulnerability can be a source of power even as it emerges
through toxic exposure.
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Our curatorial method for this review hinges upon two criteria: works that identify
EJ as a scholarly approach and/or that emerge from self-identified EJ social movements.
We acknowledge the vast and diverse EJ literature, from toxicology to art history, from
legal studies to sociology.2 However, we review a narrow subset of these works to
examine how ethnographic research and writing explicates the double force of the
sociopolitical production of vulnerability. Our review highlights the notion that EJ is a
particular configuration of political alliances and theoretical motivations that owes its
genealogy to civil and Indigenous rights movements in the United States that critique the
operationalization and spatialization of race and territory. We suggest that EJ
ethnographies provide two significant contributions to the wider EJ literature. First, these
works bolster the argument that the uneven distribution of environmental risks and
amenities is intentional, not coincidental. EJ ethnographies analyze what sociocultural
processes produce vulnerability in communities and how exposure to environmental risks
compounds accumulative experiences of inequality. Second, EJ ethnographies show how
vulnerability is experienced and embodied as multiple forms of injustice—and how
people respond to these lived conditions in often unpredictable ways.
In this article, we index environmental justice as an organizing principle to
specific concerns around toxic waste, race, and socioeconomic class as well as careful
alliances between activists and academics in the US South and Southwest. We then
review three themes that ethnographers trace across multiple cultural and geographic

2

Similarly, there are other adjacent fields, like political ecology (Peet and Watts 1996; Peluso and Watts
2001), that share interests in the structural and historically constituted ways that inequality and oppression
manifest in peoples’ access to and experience of their many environments. Additionally, much of the
ethnographic work in environmental anthropology is EJ-adjacent. We could summon many ethnographies
with themes that appear like EJ—for example, Territories of Difference (Escobar 2008), Conservation Is
Our Government Now (West 2006), or A Town Called Asbestos (Van Horssen 2016), come to mind.
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contexts: (1) bodies, or the complexities of embodied toxicity and experiential
knowledge; (2) landscapes, and in particular how justice comes to be embedded in
different ontologies of place; and (3) community processes, such as the work of
organizing, researching, and writing in legal actions. Finally, we reflect on how to expand
the horizons of ethnographic possibilities for the study of EJ.
Epistemologies of (In)Justice
Scholars trace the historical emergence of EJ as being “from the ground up” (Cole and
Foster 2000), noting its origins in civil rights, antitoxics, antinuclear, feminist, and Red
Power movements of the 1960s–1980s. EJ movements critiqued structural violence to
demonstrate the disproportionate siting of toxic waste industries in non-White and
economically marginalized communities (Bullard 1990, 1993; Commission for Racial
Justice 1987). By the mid-1980s, EJ scholars and public intellectuals shifted the national
debate to questions of embodied harm and what Robert Nixon (2011) termed “slow
violence”—a new temporality of the steady erosion of life. Disruption moments by
activists, like The Letter to the Group of Ten, 3 redefined environmentalism in the United
States away from conservationist and preservationist traditions focused on wilderness and
endangered species (Di Chiro 1998). These efforts pushed for a concept of the
environment that more closely aligns with the livelihoods of historically marginalized
communities: the places “where we live, where we work, and where we play” (Sandler
and Pezzullo 2007: 29, quoting Lois Gibbs). Scholars took note, and a new literature
began to emerge alongside a growing network of political action.

3

Southwest Organizinig Project. 1990. Letter to the Group of Ten. https://www.ejnet.org/ej/swop.pdf
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Scholars partnered with movement activists around the United States, founding
collaborations that pushed academic research into community-based methodologies.
These collaborations advocated “a science for the people, applied research that addresses
the issues of concern to communities experiencing environmental injustice” (Wing 2005:
61). As academics were increasingly attracted (and, in some cases, required) to align with
impacted communities, scholars moved struggles into peer reviewed journals,
conferences, and courtrooms. Grassroots activists responded with rejoinders on the
uneven power relations implicit in university-based research (see AAEJAN 1997). This
dynamic reflected a renewal of calls in anthropology, queer/feminist, and Indigenous
studies, and related fields, to decolonize research (Harrison 1991; Smith 1999) and shift
analysis away from colonized “subalterns” and toward systems of institutional power as
well as systems of alternative thought. This kind of approach—an activist-informed
research agenda of engagement beyond the text (Kirsch 2018)—constitutes in large part
the sensibility adopted by ethnographers since, 4 reflecting Luke Cole and Sheila Foster’s
(2000) metaphor of academics as one “contributory stream” to a diverse EJ movement.
As it grew, EJ research in the United States generated a surge of work in the late
1990s and onward that focused on communities of color in cities (Roberts and ToffolonWeiss 2001), their rural counterparts (Kosek 2006; Pulido 1996b), as well as American
Indian territories. The latter investigated linkages among settler colonialism, tribal
sovereignty, and environmental injustice, noting the peculiar “colonial entanglement”
(Dennison 2012) facing Native Nations, especially those rich in natural resources (Curley

4

There has been an increasing trend in environmental anthropology over the last 20 years or so—which
articulates with the history of EJ scholarship—toward more activist and engaged research approaches and
applications. More recently, these approaches and voices have started to gain a central role in shaping the
contemporary research programs of the discipline (see Kirsch 2018).
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2018; Dhillon 2018; Estes 2019; Grinde and Johansen 1995; Grossman 2017; Kuletz
1998; LaDuke 1999; Powell 2018; Yazzie 2018). As these scholars show, sovereignty
over territory often complicates the “justice” in EJ, when logics of settler colonialism link
political power, citizenship, and self-determination to mineral extraction (Ishiyama and
TallBear 2001). Furthermore, EJ for Native Nations is not necessarily achieved by
appealing to and through the settler state. As the case of #NoDAPL shows, the double
force of vulnerability creates conditions for EJ that expose state violence in Indigenous
territories, and also the possibilities for engagement with the state’s apparatuses (e.g.,
nonviolent civil disobedience, lawsuits, and federal agency interventions).
During the first wave of EJ scholarship, anthropologists were largely absent for at
least three reasons: the discipline was reinventing itself following its internal inquisition
around the politics of representation; anthropologists had been rightly “kicked off”
American Indian reservations, following cogent critiques by Vine Deloria, Jr. (1969),
among others; and anthropology was still, by and large, following the colonial,
disciplinary division of labor that set its gaze on “non-Western” societies. Yet, by the first
few years of the new millennium, pathbreaking ethnographic contributions began to
demonstrate how long-term participant observation, attunement to everyday life,
reflexivity, and a certain mode of descriptive and theoretical writing might transform the
wider field of EJ.5 In the decades since, calls for EJ have circulated beyond their original
sites of enunciation, taking shape across diverse geopolitical and cultural contexts and in
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We also recognize the proliferation of ethnographies in global contexts that engage themes important to
EJ, such as challenges to anti-Blackness and settler colonialism (Thomas 2019), the politics of expert
knowledge and urban ecological change (Rademacher 2011), extractive enterprises and toxicity (Li 2015),
and the ontological politics of nature and justice (Cadena 2015), which suggest a politics of nature that
shows the state to be an arbiter of environmental harm.
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a wide range of academic scholarship (Agyeman 2014; Anand 2004; Carruthers 2008;
Martinez-Alier et al. 2016; Taylor 2011). However, an articulation of what
ethnography—as a sensibility, mode of relationality, and textual practice—meant for EJ
scholarship has remained underexplored.
Ethnographic Contributions and the Double Force: Three Thematics
In what follows, we interpret ethnography’s contributions to EJ by analyzing what we
referred to above as the double force of vulnerability. The double force of vulnerability
emerges from ethnographic attention to the discursive framings and lived realities of
communities that experience environmental risk and fight for just environmental futures.
Three thematics shape ethnographic EJ knowledge: (1) the production of vulnerability
through embodied toxicity; (2) the embedded nature of injustice in certain threatened
landscapes; and (3) processes like research collaborations and legal interventions
becoming sites of doing and knowing EJ. A curatorial note: we focus on two exemplary
ethnographies as a frame for the subsequent literature for each thematic in our review.
We suggest that the highlighted works reveal how ethnography contributes to the wider
field of EJ while also demonstrating the unique dynamics of the double force of
vulnerability. In many ways, multidisciplinary engagement and coalition-building around
exposure to toxic waste and pollution shape the core of EJ. As such, EJ ethnographies
help advance the processes of meaning-making that communities employ as they
confront the histories—and contemporary realities—of toxic exposure and pollution.
Our selections are a strategic hermeneutic for showing how EJ storytelling
enhances the broader literature and activism. We recognize the limitations and the
strengths of this approach. By foregrounding two major ethnographies for each section,
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we are able to trace ethnography’s contributions in a way that a standard review structure
might not permit while also fleshing out the larger trends in the literature. Our
ethnographic curation spans almost 20 years, demonstrating the dynamism from early
concerns of toxicity and health to contemporary developments in critical EJ studies and
ideas of self-determination and decoloniality. Moreover, our thematic areas overlap and
inform one another: for instance, the ways that bodies absorb, experience, and endure
toxicity and pollution is intimately related to how landscapes become sites of injustice.
We offer these distinctions as a rough schema to enable us to theorize how an
ethnographic sensibility contributes to the wider scholarship and activist practices of EJ
movements.
We work with the concept of vulnerability with care and critique, following
recent moves in environmental anthropology. Elizabeth Marino and A. J. Faas (2020)
expose the epistemic violence of characterizing any particular population as intrinsically
“vulnerable” to pushback against anthropology’s penchant to study (and often, objectify)
at-risk groups. Building on Marino and Faas’s argument, we advance our concept of the
“double force” to highlight the creative, community-driven responses to harm that
decenter the category of “vulnerable population” as the object of inquiry. We position the
double force of vulnerability as a sociocultural critique of “the forces that structure risk”
(Marino and Faas 2020), rather than the people or populations at risk. Relatedly, Sarah
Vaughn’s (2016) lexicological essay, “Vulnerability,” sets the broad stakes of these
endeavors, offering the analytic for environmental anthropologists to approach risk,
harm, and justice in a manner that integrates human and more-than-human life of
particular ecosystems. As Vaughn argues, vulnerability “cuts life short,” but also
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galvanizes new forms of social alliance, meaning, and “support infrastructures.” In short,
we analyze the double force of vulnerability at two registers: one comes from the legacies
of structural violence that shape BIPOC and other communities’ experience of their
environments and the impositions of vulnerability framings onto these communities by
the state, while the other is a process of self-determination and an acute sense of
community that emerge from shared experiences of the resistance to and confrontation of
the structural violence of both living with environmental risk and living with the category
of “the vulnerability slot.”
Legacies of Embodied Toxicity
If vulnerability is embodied, it becomes legible scientifically. Harm can be labtested and quantified. Vulnerability can also show up in the meanings that communities
attach to injury’s presence—or the threat of its presence. Ethnographic attention to
toxicity-as-vulnerability reveals the political, cultural, and ecological force of toxicity
that seeps into individuals but produces collective responses (Johnston 2007; Masco
2006; Onís and Pezzullo 2018). Toxicity operates in uneven timescales. In some cases, it
is slow-moving (Nixon 2011), uncertain, and difficult to measure, as in Melissa
Checker’s (2005) study of the “toxic donut” surrounding a Black neighborhood in
Augusta, Georgia. Yet in other temporalities of disaster, toxicity can be spectacular,
striking suddenly before morphing into an indeterminate period of exposure and risk.
Kim Fortun’s (2001) ethnography of the Union Carbide explosion in Bhopal, India, was
pathbreaking for the careful study of acute disaster. Checker and Fortun’s ethnographies
help frame the range of ethnographic approaches to embodied toxicity.
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Checker’s Polluted Promises (2005) was one of several critical ethnographic
monographs to address the embodiment of toxicity as the impetus for collective action in
Hyde Park, Georgia. Checker shows how certain bodies and landscapes become
vulnerable through infrastructures of law, housing, and the market. In response,
community members organized modes of collective action to address structures that
generate embodied toxicity. Inasmuch as she is writing from a position that she terms
“activist ethnography,” Checker’s ethical alliances and work as a volunteer within the
community deliberately shape her research approach. The Hyde Park community was
founded by former sharecroppers who bought swampland and eventually built a
neighborhood, despite significant race and class barriers. However, histories of
marginalization helped pave the way for polluting industries, leading Hyde Park residents
to notice disquieting patterns in health outcomes. As leaders in the community articulated
this observed harm in the language of environmental racism, they challenged scripts of
what “the environment” entails. Galvanized by religious (Christian) commitments,
alarming health problems, and rising local activism, residents brought lawsuits against
polluting companies as well as a civil rights complaint against the Environmental
Protection Agency.
Checker argues for the advantage of the deep dive into one very specific locale,
showing how toxicity’s embodiments work at the level of political action and they inspire
action in others. Through ethnography, EJ becomes an analytic of relations and care.
Checker’s ethnographic approach to toxic exposure shows the ambiguities of the state as
a mediator between bodies and capital, and the contingencies of state divestment from a
locale at the margins of political power. Her methodological focus on the granular allows
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her to push social movement studies toward attending to relationships “that underpin and
nurture collective action before, during, and in between events” (2005: 147) more than
the well-trodden attention to marches and public actions. In this manner, Checker’s
analysis of resistance to environmental injustice tacks between theories of social
movements and theories of identity. Racialized identities forge a sense of shared
experience and collective action among Black activists in Hyde Park. Much like the
double force of vulnerability, race is both fluid and used strategically by activists as a
central organizing force that ignites a sense of community. The Hyde Park community’s
experience with environmental injustice represents the critical, complex intersection of
class and race that shapes what it means to be Black in a particular neighborhood in
Georgia at a particular historical moment.
And yet, Checker does not write toward (re)distributive justice as the solution.
She rejects a facile NIMBYism, where the “answer” would be to simply move the
harmful industries elsewhere. Instead, Checker focuses on relations and the possibility
that the economy and the environment might be (and in fact, already are) otherwise. One
of her closest collaborators, a Mr. Arthur Smith, asked Checker to end the book “on a
positive note” (2005: 181). Checker struggled with this mandate, as the victory of a
recent Brownfields grant to Hyde Park residents seemed to do little to undo the systemic
racism of the struggle. Mr. Smith, however, was challenging Checker (and the reader) to
rethink the temporality of victory and note the potency of Black activism in the post–civil
rights era, especially as it generated a newfound politics of the environment grounded in
solidarity. Such temporal disruptions remind us of White Bull’s inquiry into the past,
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present, and future of the “vision” at Standing Rock, with which we opened this article,
as well as other temporal horizons for measuring both injury and recovery.
Fortun’s Advocacy after Bhopal (2001) offers a different take on how
ethnography can grapple with legacies of embodied toxicity. Fortun demonstrates how
ethnographic attunement to disaster demands not only embeddedness in the afterlife of
the crisis, but taking deep histories, complicated presents, and various possible futures
into account—as people work through vulnerability in everyday life. The ethnography
tracks the sudden death and the subsequent elongated afterlife of the explosion of a
pesticide plant in Bhopal, India, vis-à-vis its interpretation by local elites, victims, and EJ
activists from the United States. Yet, Fortun’s transnational ethnography is deeply rooted
in a specific event and place. Questioning the global distribution of technological risk,
Fortun extends the core questions of the United Church of Christ’s “Toxic Wastes and
Race” report to consider the embodied impacts of industrial disasters as an expression of
globalization. In Bhopal, this became what Fortun terms “the second disaster”: the slow
accretion of harm over time, requiring new bureaucratic technologies of paperwork to
authenticate suffering and adjudicate compensation. Fortun’s ethnography of advocacy
peels back the veneer of assumptions in liberal politics that litigation and other forms of
activism always offer a progressive pathway to the remediation of harm.
Fortun argues that ethnography operates as a “translation” (2001: 2), making
human suffering legible in the (English) languages of law, science, and bureaucracy. For
Fortun, the concurrent timing of the Bhopal disaster with EJ struggles in the United
States articulated the growing movement with a broader critique of Green Revolution
biotechnologies, the complicity of states in corporate maneuvers, and a sense of the
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globally uneven distribution of risk. As such, Fortun’s ethnography of advocacy is also
an ethnography of global EJ and the movements it promulgates. Bhopal resonated as a
symbol for the failure of high-tech development as well as the failure of legal settlements
to remedy ongoing suffering. An ethnographic sensibility permitted Fortun to analyze
how the environment and environmentalism was not a given, but had to be forged
through local idioms, identities, and struggles. Deeply grounded in India, but also
informed by distant, discursively connected sites of practice, Fortun’s ethnography shows
how globalization gains traction in particular places with vastly different distributions of
risk and reward. Like Checker, Fortun worked as a volunteer advocate for the impacted
community. Intentional alignment with communities through volunteer work offers
insight on EJ methodologies: collaboration around a matter of concern establishes the
relationships that enable long-term ethnographic fieldwork and emergent critical
knowledge. Fortun’s and Checker’s ethnographies remain touchstones for ethnographic
approaches to environmental justice.
More broadly, EJ studies of embodied toxicity are most prevalent in activistoriented toxicology and epidemiology, and other fields.6 In cultural and media studies,
Max Liboiron’s (2017) excellent bibliography of toxicity demonstrates how the emerging
area of discard studies reaches across disciplines, organizing critical theoretical
approaches to contamination and human life. EJ projects in cultural studies similarly
employ an ethnographic sensibility, such as Phaedra Pezzullo’s (2009) studies of toxic
tourism and Rebecca Scott’s (2010) analysis of gender, identity, and labor in the
Appalachian coalfields. These works and others advance a core theme in EJ

6

Nading (2020) offers the most comprehensive review, to date, of the anthropology of toxicity.

41

ethnographies: the links between colonialism and pollution (see Liboiron 2021). For EJ
scholars, the idea of “nuclear colonialism” has been particularly salient in EJ
ethnographies of embodied uranium contamination, especially Valerie Kuletz’s (1998)
Tainted Desert, an STS-oriented study of competing epistemologies and ontologies
conjoining science, industry, and Indigenous communities in the US Southwest, along
with Barbara Rose Johnston’s (2007, 2011) ethnographic work on radioactivity in the
Navajo Nation and the Marshall Islands.
Relatedly, ethnographers explore questions of toxic exposure and reproductive
justice. Sarah Wiebe’s (2016) ethnographic account of toxic exposure of Aamjiwnaang
people in Canada’s Chemical Valley extends questions of reproductive justice to
understand the body itself as a conduit of social justice. Teresa Montoya’s (2017, 2019)
work on toxicity in the Navajo Nation provides further insights on “permeability” and
jurisdiction. Montoya’s research—from mining contamination and water resources to
systemic racism in regulatory norms—reveals an acute and growing fusion of critical
Indigenous studies with EJ scholarship and the anthropology of toxicity. Adriana
Petryna’s (2003) ethnography of the Chernobyl disaster offers another deeply place-based
study of the meanings that accrue around nuclear contamination, and of the political
experience of occupation, dispossession of territory, and nationalism. Beyond the nuclear,
ethnographies of contamination are emergent in medical anthropology, such as Anna
Lora-Wainwright’s (2013) study of environmental health and cancer in rural China and
Alex Nading’s (2016) ethnographic work on chemical pollution and global health.
Notably, however, scholars who pair an EJ framework with a critical analysis of
embodied toxicity remain the less common.
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Injustice in the Landscape
In many senses, ethnographies of EJ demonstrate how landscapes become
constituted by more than just the land itself: they are the technologies being resisted; the
institutions, people, and systems of belief that animate them; and the particular ecological
dynamics of the present and how those are shaped by history. Perhaps most importantly,
ethnographic analyses of unjust landscapes also hinge on a set of ontological politics and
social resilience (e.g., Cadena 2015; Whyte 2018a, 2018b) that honor Indigenous ways of
knowing and being in relation to the land that reconfigures otherwise settler-normative
conceptions of the environment (see Hoover 2017; Powell 2018; and Willow 2012).
Ethnography moves past the “eventfulness” of toxicity to analyze injustice as a process
and to show that landscapes of (in)justice are ones that emerge over a longer durée that
become known and experienced in crystallized moments of toxicity. The two
ethnographies presented below each represent a different side of the double force of
vulnerability: Flammable (Auyero and Swistun 2009) explores moments of crisis and
dread that come from “not knowing” the extent of environmental and health risks
imposed by hazardous industry, while Landscapes of Power (Powell 2018) accentuates
how communities strategically advance their understanding of sacred and “vulnerable
landscapes” to design different socioecological futures.
Flammable: Environmental Suffering in an Argentine Shantytown (2009), by
Javier Auyero and Débora Alejandra Swistun, is a collaborative account that links the
profound, embodied impacts of industrial development to the pollution of the shantytown
Villa Inflamable on the fringes of Buenos Aires, Argentina. Flammable uses
environmental suffering as an empirical analogue to understand EJ. The authors introduce
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the reader to the Martinez family and their experience with a certain double exposure: the
family suffers high degrees of lead poisoning from living near and working for the petrol
plant and spend a large portion of their income to survive related health issues. The story
of Flammable is almost a textbook example of uneven development and environmental
injustice located in the shadow of a large petrochemical compound and surrounded by a
polluted river full of toxic waste, a hazardous waste incinerator, and an unmonitored
landfill. At the center of the ethnography, the authors pose the questions “how do people
who are routinely exposed to toxic hazards, whose lives are in constant danger, think and
feel about their surroundings? What set of practices accompany these feelings and
cognitions?” (2009: 8) to capture an uncanny subjectivity of waiting and uncertainty that
the residents of this shantytown experience. Through an ethnographic focus on
experience, the authors center the field of everyday life to highlight how moments of
confusion, uncertainty, and inaction manifest as toxicity. In so doing, their analysis
positions the everyday as a landscape in itself: not one of a crystallized articulation of
resistance politics, but something that is fragmented and partial. This is a landscape that
has been transformed from a place of dwelling to a site of industry. In-between the lines,
we might almost read the refrains from EJ activists: this environment is no longer a place
where people live, work, and play.
Whereas Flammable presents a story of a ruinous landscape that generates
uncertainty and inaction, Dana Powell’s Landscapes of Power: Politics of Energy in the
Navajo Nation (2018) offers an ethnographic examination of grassroots EJ activism. A
central focus of Powell’s research is the Desert Rock Energy Project and how debates
over the proposed yet failed coal-fired power plant illuminated Diné (Navajo)
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relationships to land, sovereignty, and environmental politics. Desert Rock’s namesake
comes from settler prospecting imaginaries, yet the same place is known as “Place of
Large Spreading Cottonwood Trees” within Diné cosmology, revealing a certain
ontological politics of territory. Where settlers see desert and resource-rich terrain, Diné
communities see not only physical geographies, but distinct possibilities for other
assemblages of life. To analyze these divergent landscapes, Powell asks: “What do
energy justice and climate justice look like for historically marginalized communities,
situated in ecologies rich in energy minerals?” (2018: 8). Powell explores new
orientations of Diné landscapes rich in energy minerals and potential for energy export
yet shot-through with hardships for Diné communities seeking to power their own homes.
Landscapes of Power makes the important claim that there cannot be an analysis of
environmental justice without an analysis of (settler) colonialism and tribal sovereignty.
This is a central contribution to the EJ literature more broadly, as it extends analyses of
race to the inter-mixings of capitalism, colonialism, and contemporary political struggles
over climate politics. Through rich ethnographic data paired with historical and archival
analysis, Powell demonstrates how “landscapes of power as a concept offers a framework
for thinking about places and populations as sites of action, creativity, and possibility—
not only as landscapes of waste, toxicity, and ruin” (2018: 17). For Diné communities,
questions of sovereignty and environmental justice are not so easily reconciled. Yet
questions of self-determination always remain at the center.
Both Auyero and Swistun’s and Powell’s contributions accentuate strengths that
occur in other works in the ethnographic EJ literature on injustice and place. For
example, Anna Willow’s (2012) ethnography of timber industry activism at Grassy
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Narrows First Nation shows how tribal sovereignty is made vulnerable by environmental
risk and difficult internal dynamics of anti-clearcutting activism. As Willow and others
show, the field of the everyday is an ethnographic strength that helps ethnographers
expand conceptions of landscapes to understand struggles for EJ. In another account, Lisa
Park and David Pellow (2011) examine how immigration reform in the name of
environmental protection becomes bound up in racial logics that ultimately lead to
environmental degradation in the American West. This focus on regulation brings into
sharp relief another ethnographic landscape, where ethnographers expand more
traditional EJ focuses on policy and process to consider questions of the “everyday state”
(Sze and London 2008), like the regulatory landscape of water contamination
(Ranganathan and Balazs 2015) or questions of food sovereignty, water justice, and
collective action (Partridge 2016).
Ethnographers are critical in contributing situated yet expansive analyses of
power as it shapes EJ. For example, ethnographies shift analysis from thinking about
formal government to techniques of governance to analyze EJ within larger shifting
political economies, like emerging “green” urban development paradigms (Carter 2014).
Much like Jean Dennison’s (2012), Powell’s (2018), or Wiebe’s (2016) ethnographic
critiques of the entanglement of struggles within prevailing logics of coloniality,
ethnographers track Indigenous fights for sovereignty and self-determination against
invasive infrastructures (Spice 2018) and the ways that these processes become legible
within an EJ discourse (Frost 2019). Ethnographers also analyze the sedimentation of
injustice in the landscape as wrought by varying and intersecting modes of power
(Becerra-Almendarez et al. 2016). Such intersections of power are shown elsewhere in
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ethnographies of the legacies of apartheid and their influences on community-based
natural resource management (Schnegg and Kiaka 2018); the neoliberal restructuring in
water policy and practice in Ontario that impacts Chippewa First Nations (Mascarenhas
2007); the history of racial capitalism and the enduring influences of the transatlantic
slave trade in Puerto Rico (Lloréns and Stanchich 2019); and, in New York City, the
cooptation of EJ activism by gentrification vis-à-vis sustainability discourse (Checker
2011), or the intersection of Black Lives Matter with community-based energy justice
(Lennon 2017).
At the same time, scholarly attention to unjust landscapes is receiving renewed
attention in ways that do not map so neatly onto the literature of EJ ethnography. Still, we
find these contributions important to academic and indeed ethnographic understandings
of EJ. For example, Clint Carroll’s (2015) book Roots of our Renewal documents the
practices of Cherokee Nation Medicine Keepers to understand how they make sense of
their new home due to settler dispossession through the reservation system. This research
has resulted in a community study that demonstrates high levels of arsenic exposure in
American Indian elders (Carroll et al. 2017). Similarly, the Black Ecologies project
(Roane and Hosbey 2019) documents historical and contemporary narratives of Southern
Black communities to reveal particular spatializations and networks of insurgent
knowledge against dominant forms of power that seek to erase Black ways of knowing
and being in the world (Bonacich and Alimahomed-Wilson 2011). This kind of
insurgence against erasure is reflected in Julie Maldonado’s (2019) ethnographic work,
where she shows the layered risks threatening Indigenous communities of coastal
Louisiana and the Biloxi Chitamacha Choctaw’s collective desire to relocate to the
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mainland. Lastly, a recent work by Michael Méndez (2020) analyzes moments of
insurgence, conflicts, and collaboration within the landscape of city streets. Méndez’s
ethnography presents reconfigured spaces of local knowledge, cultural politics, and
grassroots mobilizations that resulted in EJ demands being incorporated into policy.
Patterns, Processes, and the Politics of Engaged Research
Ethnographies of EJ have contributed to building a more critical environmental
justice studies (Pellow 2016, 2018), specifically by engaging with ways that processes
like research collaborations, activist strategy-building, and state-based interventions
become places of “thinking and doing” justice. For instance, researchers have explored
how concepts of justice are employed and to what ends (Mascarenhas 2016; Pulido
1996b) and how identity-formation processes among organizers reveal how different
“figured worlds” of environmentalists’ experiences come into conflict (Allen et al. 2007).
In engaging with processes, EJ ethnographies illustrate both the complexity of
vulnerability as a lived experience within toxic landscapes and the heterogenous ways
that communities respond to crises. Ethnographies of EJ frequently grapple with the
politics of engagement in research contexts, especially in marginalized communities. In
short, the attention to process by EJ ethnographies provides finer analyses of power
relations, including dimensions that can be missed by other approaches.
As an example of a work focused on processes, Karen Brodkin’s Power Politics
(2009) details the complex, sometimes unexpected struggles between community
members involved in an EJ “win.” Her ethnography is also one that challenges readers to
consider possible preconceptions regarding what makes an environmental (justice)
activist. To find these knotty realities, Brodkin’s ethnography interrogates aspects of
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campaigns from different community groups, including the various strategies, visions,
goals, and discourses they employ as they address the possibility of a new power plant in
South Los Angeles. Brodkin’s work also reflects on methods while connecting to recent
EJ contributions on the limits of certain framings, terminology, and approaches (see
Alkon 2011; Harvey 2015; and Pulido 1996a). For Brodkin, the merit of an ethnographic
approach is that it allows an understanding of how “different strands of working-class
environmentalism and the complex ways that race, racism, and xenophobia exert an
unpredicted but significant impact” (2011: 10–11) on groups that would seem to be
natural allies. Thus, the methodological reflection in Power Politics serves as a reminder
of how ethnography can help researchers find explanatory and interpretive frameworks
for understanding ideologically informed frictions. Additionally, Brodkin’s ethnography
shows the limit of focusing on distributive justice alone, as other ethnographies have (see
Checker 2005). Framing justice this way for policy and action, Brodkin and others argue,
can ignore a suite of complexities and implications for different and overlapping harms.
Another work that underscores processes, Elizabeth Hoover’s The River Is in Us
(2017), focuses more explicitly on concerns of procedural justice—in particular within
Akwesasne Mohawk communities of upstate New York. Hoover draws on previous
scholarship, like that from EJ scholar David Schlosberg (2007, 2013), to argue for a
critical examination of environmental decision-making and knowledge production in
health research. Hoover is among the scholars using ethnography in the field of critical
Native American and Indigenous studies who have documented the legacies of research
extractivism, from anthropology to public health. Hoover brings to the fore a potent
reminder for EJ researchers: communities with exposure to toxins have often also been
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affected by institutional neglect, academic extractivism, and/or research abuse.
Consequently, communities have been pushing back against patterns of research that
undermine sovereignty, autonomy, and justice. The Indigenous voices in Hoover’s book
explain that being researched “on” can be exhausting, time-intensive, and even
retraumatizing for communities. Hoover’s cautionary reminders are among those in EJ
scholarship that raise important considerations for a critically reflexive, anticolonial
ethnography.
EJ scholarship has a history of being sympathetic to movement aims, and many
EJ researchers consider themselves activist-researchers and/or do community-based,
participatory action research (CBPR/PAR). Therefore, the rising pushback against some
forms of case studies should interest and concern those in EJ studies, particularly
ethnographers. Given previous negative experiences with extractivist methods,
communities facing vulnerabilities increasingly want methodological orientations like
CBPR. As more communities have asked for improved ethics from researchers, those
conducting EJ research need to weigh these critiques about the process of knowledge
production. Fortunately, more in-depth qualitative works from the field of EJ studies
provide directions forward, especially ethnographies that consider the politics of research
processes. CBPR and related methods, Hoover maintains, can help community groups be
more in control of research designs and outcomes and prevent future research abuses.
Hoover’s work on CBPR resonates with projects like Alison Alkon’s (2011). These
projects aim to pair community-based approaches with reflexive ones to push researchers
further than simply including community members in the processes of research and
within the production of knowledge. This latter effort, Hoover argues, is done through the
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researcher’s self-reflection on their possible complicity in oppression. In working against
reproducing violence, researchers like Hoover, Alkon, and others (Perry 2013; Sandler
and Pezzullo 2007; Vasudevan 2012) strive to use storytelling and reflexive, engaged
research endeavors to deepen the co-production and decolonization of knowledge.
EJ ethnographers focused on processes generate fresh inquiries into what justice
itself looks like for particular communities. Ethnographic EJ studies have long worked to
explore the ways in which community groups are excluded from environmental decisionmaking, data collection, planning, and enforcement (Allen et al. 2007; Harvey 2015;
Little 2009), and works in critical EJ studies have taken these documentations further to
explore ways that research methods can help make voices from the toxic landscapes defy
erasure (Bell 2015; Saxton 2015). These authors are frequently focused on the
possibilities for, and constraints on, democratic and participatory decision-making
(Urkidi and Walker 2011). Put otherwise, EJ ethnographies frequently work to connect,
across difference, the experience of environmental violence to the processes of
democratic exclusion and the work of solidarity (Powell and Draper 2020). As
anthropologist Devon Peña (2011) points out, being excluded from environmental
planning and decision-making is both traumatic and deadly. Peña writes: “Systemic
denial and insufficiency of sustenance” is representative of the structural violence that
those who have faced environmental justice suffer, and these forms of violence continue
to impact mortality rates” (2011: 207). Ideas of grief, loss, trauma, resilience,
resourcefulness, and well-being are more abundant in today’s critical EJ literature. For
instance, scholars analyze how contemporary EJ organizing reclaims belonging, grapples
with loss, and centers well-being and mental health in the environmental equity agenda
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(Anguelovski 2013; Ranco et al. 2011). Moving from reflexivity to responsiveness is an
important invitation to examine methodological approaches that build upon critical
insights of the wider body of EJ ethnography.
Provocations and Emergent Horizons
Where, then, does ethnographic attention to vulnerability lead EJ movements and
scholarship? And where can EJ movements cultivating resilience, care, and resistance
lead EJ scholarship? Can ethnographic approaches to EJ generate new ways of
articulating politics alongside, and led by, impacted communities? What can these
approaches do, for example, that epidemiology cannot? And still, what blind spots mire
ethnography in its own fantasies of representation, colonial hauntings, and literary
aspirations that may occlude an emancipatory politics? These questions, and others, are
shaping a critical (e.g., Pellow 2018), decolonial EJ that engages the double force of
vulnerability in relation to the consolidation of state power and other institutional forms
of violence (Hosbey 2018; Kojola and Pellow 2020; Lennon 2017; Pulido and De Lara
2018; Whyte 2017a, 2017b, 2018a). These works productively provoke EJ toward new
horizons of responsibility, theory, and collaboration. With the critical reflexivity that
ethnography demands, we must wonder about the ways that ethnography might
inadvertently enact modes of epistemic violence (Vermeylen 2019) and trauma on
communities long living with the harsh realities of environmental injustice.
Yet, EJ ethnographers also share a deep concern for how the insights that arise
from their research show up in the worlds of their interlocutors and research
communities—in both generative and damaging ways—for communities and, potentially,
for researchers as well. With invitations into moments of conflict and the intimate worlds
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of their research communities, ethnographers have a double responsibility about which
stories they tell and how they tell them so as to avoid replicating “hunting stories” (Ranco
2006). For example, some ethnographers meet opportunities to employ their research
insights as an expert witness or engage in legal proceedings. As Stuart Kirsch (2018)
notes, scholarly engagement with communities along stark political lines (i.e., “taking
sides”) in some instances enhances expert testimony and authority rather than
compromise the scholar’s position. EJ ethnographers also contribute knowledge that is
not always legible within legal processes. The anecdotal, the constrained “sample size,”
and the nature of qualitative “data” sometimes weaken the ethnographer’s knowledge in
certain public domains (e.g., courts of law, National Environmental Policy Act public
testimonies). This kind of theoretical-political provocation from EJ ethnography enlivens
the broader landscape of injustices that EJ practitioners navigate, and reveal potentially
different tactics and resonances for social movement organizers and scholars alike.
One of the most poignant provocations to EJ emerges from explicit articulations
of an Indigenous EJ. As Kyle Whyte makes clear, anthropogenic climate change and its
related injustices are entangled with the long-standing violence of settler colonialism.
This is a temporal reframing and political theory that places the apocalypse (settler
conquest of the Americas) in the past, opening up other possibilities for Native futures. In
Whyte’s (2018a and 2018b) provocative formulation, settler colonialism enacts
environmental injustice, creating “vicious sedimentation” and “insidious loops”
profoundly disrupting Indigenous relationships with the environment. Through
collaborative work with a wide range of Native and First Nations communities, Whyte
(2017b) shows how “collective continuance” is being built in order to repair these
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ruptures and what is required to restore relations and create resilience and selfdetermination. This is a paradigm shift from the distributive/procedural justice debates
that have dominated EJ thinking for several decades. Dina Gilio-Whitaker (2019) extends
this framework to the political specificity of EJ in Native Nations. Whyte and GilioWhitaker recenter settler colonialism as the core problematic in environmental harm to
argue for an EJ that is historically particular to the experience of genocide, relocation,
and the settler state.
In a related yet slightly different tact, a flourish of multispecies ethnography has
proliferated in critical social science research in the last decade or so (Kirksey and
Helmreich 2010; Ogden et al. 2013). We see potential for a multispecies justice (see
Celermajer et al. 2021; and Fernando 2020) as an expansion of EJ to decenter the human
and to honor different cosmological and ontological possibilities that extend discussions
in ontological politics. There is rich potential here in thinking with a healthy dose of
phenomenology about the contingency of human and more-than-human worlds, and how
this is a certain kind of vulnerability. This direction might deepen and expand the frames
and worldviews that define what counts as “justice.” As an example, work in critical EJ
studies (see Pellow 2018) insists on the “indispensability” of humans and more-thanhuman relations. Such studies maintain that injustice operates across multiple intersecting
categories of social difference, one of which is “species.” We also note that this kind of
multispecies work can take flights of fancy that might elide the political histories of EJ
we discuss above, including its more recent decolonial challenges, or might come into
tension with certain strands of EJ movement politics.
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As should be evident, race and racialization have played a central role in EJ
scholarship since its inception and continue to gain new traction (Jarrat-Snider and
Nielsen 2020; Wald et al. 2019). To a lesser but still important degree, so do analyses of
labor and socioeconomic class (Girdner and Smith 2002). One place of ethnographic
possibility would be picking up earlier work that locates the environment at the
intersections of rural communities, class, and Whiteness (Ogden 2011; Satterfield 2002).
Developing this ethnographic potential feels especially urgent given the calls for “just
transitions” emerging from EJ movements and contemporary ethnographic works on
fracking in predominantly White communities (Gullion 2015; Pearson 2017; Simonelli
2014) alongside the rise of White supremacy movements worldwide. We make this
argument to encourage ethnographers to engage with communities that experience
environmental injustice that often become elided by discourses for just transitions (see
Hochschild 2016). An ethnographic sensibility that analyzes Whiteness and its
constructions outside of White supremacy (see Pulido 2015) amid energy transitions and
ecological improvement initiatives would be theoretically compelling and politically
salient.
This is, of course, is not the first political crossroads that EJ has faced (Pulido
2015; Sze and London 2008). We similarly reflect on Sze (2020) and Whyte (2018a) to
note that EJ is experiencing both a renaissance as well as something of a radical
reinvention through ideas of relationality and decoloniality. Moreover, as noted above, EJ
has reached global audiences, yet ethnographic engagement with global or international
EJ movements is scant. Following Anna Tsing (2005), we ask: what are the kinds of
global connections that EJ engenders? Other recent provocations include the possibilities
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of interdisciplinary co-learning to broaden ideas around health and well-being (Edwards
et al. 2016) in similar ways that early EJ scholarship did for the idea of the
“environment.” The resurgence of the BLM (Black Lives Matter) movement in summer
2020 invites critical ethnographic exploration on the relationship between environmental
violence and police violence that links EJ to criminal justice and abolition politics
(Bradshaw 2018; Pellow 2018; Perdue 2018). In a related orbit, new work in
environmental humanities, queer theory, and disability studies angles EJ toward fresh
considerations of how toxicity generates and remakes the disabled body (Jaffee and John
2018; Johnson 2017; Ray and Sibara 2017). For example, critical disability studies
expand conceptions of health and wellness to show how chronic maladies like black lung
are both a disability and an EJ concern (Long 2019).
Conclusion
Emerging movement-based projects confirm that EJ remains salient, even as it adapts to
address the overlapping crises of colonialism, climate change, a global pandemic, and
anti-Black violence. Indeed, this quartet of harm exposes the entrenchment of layered
sociopolitically produced vulnerabilities in communities around the world. Moreover, the
increasing institutionalization of EJ gives us and many activists both critical pause and
potential for hope. For example, Bill Clinton’s Executive Order 12898 codifies EJ within
federal agencies and national advisory councils, placing it perhaps precariously at the
interface of state power and grassroots critique. This may be a good tension, generating a
space for refreshed, critical examination of how structural inequities can be addressed
within sites of power. However, a more sustained examination of the sites and actors of
institutional EJ, nationally and transnationally, is ripe for ethnographic consideration. As
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ethnographers, we know that the stories we tell—and how they are told—are important in
shaping environmental futures (see Estes 2019). Over the course of writing this article,
the world has succumbed to a pandemic and the United States has witnessed a resurgence
of the BLM movement that has spurred renewed conversations on antiracism. EJ
movements have always witnessed dynamic times, full of the possibilities for victory and
the real potentials of loss. Yet in July 2020, the Dakota Access Pipeline faced a court
order to empty and shut down, and the Atlantic Coast Pipeline was canceled by
Dominion and Duke Energy. These successes—partial or temporary as they might yet
prove to be—follow on years of sustained EJ activism and related scholarship and
continue to provoke fresh collaborations. Alongside these emerging collaborations,
ethnography as witness to the double force of vulnerability will continue to note its many
forces continuously at play.
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Chapter 2
Floodplain Lives: The Cultural Logics of Collective Identity in
Rural Pacific Northwest
Abstract: Floodplain relocation to promote climate adaptation is becoming an
increasingly viable solution to enhance community resilience in the face of
environmental change. Yet some communities refuse to move. This article examines the
cultural logics that underlie the how the town of Hamilton, WA in rural Pacific
Northwest persists in a floodplain. I argue that floodplain identities emerge from
Hamilton’s transformation into a catchment zone of capitalism, a place where people stay
and get stuck. These identities create conflict for environmental planners attempting to
relocate the town with goals to decrease federal disaster spending and aid in river
restoration.
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Life in a Floodplain
There’s a single storefront in the town of Hamilton – population 311 – which lies just off
the banks of the Skagit River in northwest Washington state. Half of the store sells
convenience foods; the other half is a counter-service grill offering a burger and fries for
$3.75 on “burger Mondays.” On a cork pin-up board to the side of the door, front and
center, is an old news-clipping from 2006 with a subheading: “Welcome to Skagit
County: it floods here.” Just below, large type font states: “Don’t panic: Prepare.” On
the board, someone also pinned a business card for “Hauling and Transport,” offered by
Harry. Stepping outside, there’s a weathered building with broken neon lights that flash
“Willie’s Hi-Lead Tavern,” which is named after the old hi-lead cranes used in the area’s
logging history. Down the street is the town’s Pioneer Museum, which also functions as
Town Hall. To enter, you must zig-zag up ramps to get to the front door, which has been
elevated considerably above street level. Inside, there is a small exhibit on the town’s
history, part of which details the Hamilton’s repeated history of flooding.
It is this repeated history of flooding that interests me. Environmental
anthropologists and others have documented the diverse and articulating array of social,
economic, and political dynamics that shape vulnerability to environmental hazards such
as flooding (Elliott 2021; Hewitt 1997; Mustafa 2005; Oliver-Smith 1996; Oliver-Smith
and Hoffman 1999; Pelling 1999). While my research speaks to these dynamics, it also
explores an adjacent political ecological question: why do people continue to live in
places that are dangerous and costly to live? Since 1975 alone, Hamilton has experienced
twelve catastrophic floods, according to U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) hydrologic
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data7 and Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) post-disaster report
documents (FEMA 1981). Floods in Hamilton in the last 45 years have resulted in $10-15
million in federal aid relief (Bush 2019; Skagit County Planning Commission 2008). In
the wake of these floods, the town has been embroiled in long-standing debates to
relocate. Yet, relocation advocates have encountered a series of start-and-stop efforts due
to the complicated landscape of flood insurance and post-disaster relief aid.
In the U.S., government approaches to economic development in flood zones
created a system of insurance called the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) to
calculate risk and shift land use away from risky users over time, rather than flat-out
prohibiting development. Through instruments like the NFIP, flood insurance creates
different “kinds of political subjects: calculating agents who could take into account –
would, indeed, be forced to take into account – the cost of living in a floodplain” (Collier
2014, 275). By producing flood insurance rate maps, certain places become “legible from
above and outside,” (Scott 1999) transforming the complex ecology of a floodplain into a
discrete and manageable space of uneven risk. In the wake of this cartography of risk,
about 30.2 million people live in the 100-year and 500-year flood zones in the U.S.
(Elliott 2021). Floods are already the costliest natural disaster in the U.S., and they are
likely to increase in their intensity of damage into the future (Kousky 2018). This is
particularly true in Hamilton. Yet even so, residents choose to weather the storm, and
people continue to move to Hamilton. Through these disasters, a shared sense of
distinction, or collective identity, emerges amongst Hamilton residents, one borne out of
living through the trauma of repeated floods.

7

https://waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/uv?12194000
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Figure 4 The floodwaters in 2003 reached to almost the second stories of most homes in Hamilton.
Drowned chickens rotted hanging from trees and the posts of their pens. When the river spills its banks, this
scene isn’t uncommon for those who call this floodplain community home. Source: author photo of a news
clipping pinned-up in the Hamilton Cafe & Store.

Yet for Hamilton residents, there is not an overwhelming sense of trauma in the
classical sense. The term “trauma” is used in different contexts in thinking about the
legacies of colonialism (e.g. Fanon 1961) and also has come to circulate in popular
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discourse to describe the psychosocial fallout of life in contemporary society. However,
in my invocation of the term here, I analyze how living in the wake of repeated disasters
produces a collective identity amongst communities who live on the periphery of modern
society, are resistant to relocation, and hardened by exposure to repeated environmental
hazards. I build on the concept of collective trauma to show how the lives of Hamilton
residents come to constitute collectively held cultural identities through which Hamilton
residents make sense of their lives in a floodplain. The sociologist Kai Erickson (1976,
1991) develops the term “collective trauma” for a shared identity formation that reflects a
deep suffering and kind of fragmentation from intense events as they are borne out in the
social relationships in a community or communities. While Hamilton residents may
experience trauma, these residents form a collective cultural identity along distinct
trajectories of loss and repair that ultimately results in a shared sense of belonging: those
borne out of abandonment due to legacies of extractive capitalism, those borne out of
repeated exposure to catastrophic flooding, and those that emerge from failed attempts to
relocate a town out of a major floodplain. Importantly, Hamilton residents’ collective
identity help explain why the town persists in a place of consistent catastrophe and
destruction, as people find meaning and value in staying in harm’s way.
The research for this chapter included three ethnographic site visits to Hamilton,
interviews with former town residents, journalists, and environmental planners in Skagit
County, and archival research into historical accounts of flooding and life in Hamilton,
including: Hamilton town meeting minutes, official town planning and rezoning reports,
FEMA disaster reports, local media news coverage dating back to the early 20 th century,
and materials from the Skagit County Historical Society. To document flood histories, I
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consulted USGS stream gauge data to find major flood events. Annual average stream
flow at the stream gauge near Hamilton rarely exceeds 90,000 cubic feet/second (cfs),
which FEMA flood operators use as a threshold to begin flood management on the three
dams upstream of Hamilton (FEMA 1981). I analyzed the archival material explicitly
within three years on either side of the date of these major floods, while also key word
searching the archives for flooding, disaster, move, Hamilton, and relocation. Alongside
these textual and documentary sources, I analyzed U.S. Census Data, NFIP and FEMA
floodplain maps, and 215 real-estate parcel transactions in Hamilton from 1970-present
using Skagit County property records available online. Together, these sources helped me
to understand the relationship between flooding and land valuation to see if there were
correlations between major flood events and town demographic and population dynamics
overtime. To my surprise, flooding did not positively correlate with outmigration in town,
which led me to different modes of analyses and data collection to understand why
people choose to stay.
I approached my archival research as an anthropologist, rather than a historian.
Doing so allows me analyze archival materials 8 with an “ethnographic sensibility”
(MacGranahan 2018). By which I mean this research has followed an attunement to the
kinds of social and cultural artifacts that appear important to the town’s history and the
people who live there, and how they circulate within popular and media representations
of Hamilton. As an ethnographer, I am interested in both what these archival materials
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Following others in anthropology and geography (e.g. DeSilvey, 2007; Ogden 2021), I approach the
archive as more ethnographic data than historical fact. My aim is not to theorize the archive. Others have
done this far more justice (Agamben 2000; Finkelstein 2019; Mbembe 2002; Stoler 2008; Thomas 2019).
Rather, by attending to archival material with trademark techniques from ethnographic methods, I excavate
traces of everyday life – those things that can so quickly recede with floodwaters – that also resonate with
larger structures like political economy and environmental change.
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say, and also what they do in the world and how they are lived. Moreover, I followed a
two-pronged sampling technique for the assembled archival material: one, shaped by a
fluvial morphological approach to stream channels which uses discharge stream gauge
data and two, a kind of ethnographic tracing of the historical and archival materials that
emerged from fieldwork. Through site visits to Hamilton, interviews with key informants,
and interactions with museum staff, I identified important and relevant sources to
flooding and disaster in Hamilton that helped scope my analyses. In particular, I turn to
material compiled from records at the Skagit County Historical Museum and in the book
Hamilton Centennial (Bates and Bates 1991).9 In conjunction, I draw from local
newspaper coverage around flooding over the past century. As Pantti and co-authors
(2012, 5) discuss, media coverage has a critical role in the “public constitution of
disasters” which influences political response as well local narratives that emerge postdisaster. Building on the conceptualization of identities as emergent, strategic, and built
around narrative that I outlined in the introduction, an ethnographic analysis of news
media coverage in conjunction with other archival materials allows me to understand how
Hamilton residents are actively producing their floodplain identities in relationship to
others.
In what follows, I argue that a major reason why the town of Hamilton persists in
the floodplain is because flooding has become part of their collective cultural identity
forged in the wake of repeated disasters, including living on the margins of the American

9

Hamilton Centennial was mailed to me by Carol and Jim Bates, both long-term Hamilton residents and
Jim, a former council member and mayor. I have used Hamilton Centennial as an ethnographic spotlight–
it’s a curious compilation that helps me understand the different vernaculars of place that circulate within
Hamilton. Amongst many details, the book contains detailed town minutes since Hamilton’s inception, as
well as other kinds of ephemera of everyday life: marriage licenses and announcements, frontier poems and
ditties, clippings from the no-longer-running newspaper “Hamilton Herald,” and old advertisements,
business filings, and legal disputes.
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Dream (Lepselter 2016; Pine 2019; Stewart 2005). In particular, Hamilton residents
embody distinct floodplain identities that emerge out of the long and slow transformation
of the town into a catchment zone of capitalism – a place where people are experimenting
with making-do at the margins. These floodplain identities are marked by an attunement
to living acceptable risk in a floodplain. To show this, I structure the chapter in three
parts. First, I contextualize disaster in Hamilton within ongoing conversations of
floodplain relocation. Then, I briefly trace how flooding has come to shape a sense of
belonging in town. Following, I analyze this collective identity through a focus on two
identity formations – flood survivorship and gritty practicality – to show how they shape
the choice to stay. I conclude with some considerations about the political-economic
realities of late capitalism for riparian communities caught-up in efforts for climate
change adaptation and disaster resilience.
The Relocation Start-and-Stop
In this section, I demonstrate how conversations around relocation have become central
to the collective identity formation of Hamilton residents’ floodplain lives. Though the
current effort to relocate the town in the name of salmon habitat restoration provides a
renewed and political distinct push to move Hamilton out of harm’s way, it still is an
extension of earlier cultural logics of relocation that ultimately shape a shared sense of
belonging in town.
I originally became interested in Hamilton during preliminary ethnographic
fieldwork in 2019 in the Puget Sound region concerning the environmental justice
dimensions of river restoration. During a conversation with a friend who works in
conservation publishing she told me, “If I could drop everything right now and write a
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book, I’d go up to see what is happening in Hamilton.” Small communities like Hamilton
had started to become a focus in progressive environmental politics in the region after the
Oso Mudslide10 killed 43 residents and wrought years of devastation for members of the
small town of Oso, WA. The Oso Mudslide and Hamilton highlight the twin natures of
disaster: one that is sudden, unexpected, and a singular event, and also the slow accretion
of harm. Similar to a mudslide, exposure to flooding and life in a floodplain represent the
long durée of disasters that are embedded in everyday life yet manifest in spectacular
moments (Pelling 1999). On the flip side, the dynamics of flooding also crystallize the
kind of “slow violence” (Nixon 2011) that arises from the sedimentation of
industrialization and the subsequent erosion from modernity that exacerbate risk. In
Hamilton, as I discuss more below, flooding has come to mark the town’s identity. So,
too, have conversations about relocation.
Today, Hamilton is facing relocation in the name of river restoration, specifically
to reestablish salmon spawning grounds. Yet, the town has debated the merits of
relocation or moving out of harm’s way for decades. Describing Hamilton residents, local
pastor Ron Edwards told the New York Times in 2006 that, “The norm is that people
don’t have the money to move [out of the floodplain]… I think they would get out, if they
knew they really could” (Yardley 2006). The pastor’s decades-old comments strike to the
center of contemporary issues that flooded communities face: increases in environmental
pressures and challenges in leveraging economic resources to improve their lot. Yet as
anthropologists and others have shown, relocation itself can be both an effect and goal of

10

Oso represents another compelling story in acceptable environmental risk for those who live on the
fringes of late-capitalism’s successes. https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/deadly-mudslide/washingtonreaches-50-million-settlement-2014-oso-mudslide-killed-43-n663411
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development (Cernea 2000) oftentimes enacting more trauma on already traumatized
communities (Faas and Barrios 2015; Oliver-Smith 2000). Hamilton has received more
heightened news coverage in the last few years because of Forterra’s work to relocate the
town into a proposed eco-village outside of the floodplain. Given the context of increased
flood events, with 100-year floods projected to increase by 49% by the 2080s (Lee et al.
2016), Hamilton residents are under pressure from multiple fronts to relocate and
reconfigure their homes.
Forterra, a Seattle-based land-use and conservation NGO, has devised a new
model to address flooding. In Hamilton’s case, Forterra plans to relocate the town and
utilize public funding for restoration and floodplain management to restore salmon
habitat on the Skagit River. The goal of this effort is to relocate the town to a 45-acre
upland parcel of land Forterra owns and transform the town into an eco-village with
rooftop solar panels, biofiltering wastewater system, and community composter in the
process (Forterra 2019). Moreover, Forterra has identified the removal and relocation of
the town as integral to salmon restoration efforts of the Skagit River, as the Skagit
supplies about half of all wild Puget Sound chinook salmon (NWIFC 2016). In this vein,
relocation as a form of river restoration is bound-up in capitalist logics of improvement,
or what Li (2007) has called “improvement schemes.” If channel-side infrastructure from
Hamilton can be removed, the river’s floodplain extended, and new riparian vegetation
grown, then the Skagit River can provide greater habitat and spawning ground for its
resident salmon runs. Hamilton, then, becomes the focus of socio-ecological
improvement that is more than just about protecting the residents from the socioeconomic
fallout of repeated flooding.
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These improvement schemes have greater reach than just their localized focus and
are entangled in larger systems of capital accumulation. For example, the Skagit River is
a site of eco-hydrologic intervention and control for the urban centers in the region,
particularly the larger metropolitan area of Seattle. Hamilton sits down-stream of three
hydropower dams that are part of the Skagit River Hydroelectric Project, providing about
700 MW of installed capacity which supplies Seattle with about 20% of its electricity.
These dams, installed in 1924, 1930, and 1940, also provide partially regulated flows and
moderate flood storage (FEMA 1981). While hydrologic intervention by dams will
reduce the severity of floods, they do not decrease the frequency of flood events.
Even in spite of these massive hydrologic interventions, the Skagit River
watershed is often touted as the “magic Skagit” because of its cool waters, relative
degrees of hydrologic connectivity, and presence of all three native species of salmon.
While the dams upstream of Hamilton on the Skagit provide moderate flood regulation,
the levee in town is often useless in major flood events (FEMA 1981). In some ways,
Hamilton did not benefit from the rise of federally initiated flood control and regulation
projects of dams, dikes, and levees that spiked during the early to mid-20th century.
Elsewhere, scholars have pointed to the construction of these kinds of flood infrastructure
as the “levee effect” (Burton et al. 1968). Historically, people tended to move into flood
prone areas because of federal flood mitigation infrastructure that reduced the nuisance of
flood events to enable settlement (Elliott 2021). Hamilton residents were already
committed to the project of settlement. Settler-colonists who arrived to occupy the Skagit
Valley did not experience flooding until almost 20 years after arrival and did not vacate
the town after a series of significant floods in the 1890s. As I discuss in more detail,
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Hamilton was experiencing an explosion of industry integral to the frontier economy of
the Washington territory, and early settlers were reticent to leave. Forterra’s recent push
to relocate the town, however, is just the latest wave of relocation efforts.
In Hamilton, flooding and relocation have become almost rote. Some residents
see these forces as a continuation of the founding of the town, mirroring the first
relocation in 1897 after the first major flood forced residents to move to higher ground
(Bates and Bates 1990). Since then, there have been a number of start-and-stop efforts to
get the town out of the floodplain. Flooding had ravaged the town over the decades since,
and in the 1980s Mayor Tim Bates began investigating relocation. His efforts escalated in
1990 after a major flood that year, yet a bitter feud between the town council and private
developers resulted in a non-starter (Bates and Bates 1990). Then again, in 1994, the
town produced a 20-year comprehensive plan that included an urban growth area (UGA)
of land across the highway on elevated land outside of the floodplain. However, the
Western Washington Growth Management Hearings Board – operating under both the
Shoreline Management Act of 1971 and the Growth Management Act of 1990 – denied
the town’s permit, as the hearings board determined the town had enough development
rights allotted for the 400 “buildable” lots already available. All of which are in the flood
zone.
I conducted a comprehensive analysis of real-estate transactions. Using Skagit
County’s parcel registration system, I was able to track county parcel transactions back to
1970, which pre-dates the rise of the NFIP. I compiled all parcel transactions for all
properties in town from 1970 to current, tracking purchase and sale price, who the deed
and lien passed to, and correlated these data with stream gauge data within three years of
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significant flood events. Through analyzing real-estate transactions starting in 1970, I
was surprised to find that there was not a significant year where a flood catalyzed a mass
movement of people selling their homes and moving on. Over the course of the FEMA
buyout program, only 22 homes have been bought out completely and turned into open
space11 (Bates and Bates 1990; Pulkkinen 2020). This backdrop of ongoing efforts to
relocate the town provides begs the question: why is relocation necessary in the first
place? Why do people continue to stay? These questions contribute to scholarship in
critical disaster studies.
In particular, critical disaster studies demonstrate that policy and management
decisions about what to rebuild and how to respond to disaster “articulate fundamental
assumptions about the nature of people, social well-being, and development that have
unique cultural histories, and that these histories may or may not be conducive to
recovery in disaster-affected sites” (Faas and Barrios 2015, 290). Critical disaster studies
have developed to analyze life in the wake of disaster (Fortun 2001) to show how
governments and multinational corporations collude to take advantage of disasters and
their fallouts to impose neoliberal policies for the accumulation of capital (Klein 2007).
This interplay between technocratic management and corporate capitalization is
reminiscent of what Beck (1992) called a “risk society,” where rational actors are
preoccupied with predicting, controlling, and mitigating future risks through science and
empirical data to continue the ever-expanding project of modernity. Yet, Hamilton
residents are not subjects of this normative “risk society,” but rather have cultural and
political identities based in place-based configurations of risk acceptance. As I discuss

11

These data were compiled from referenced source material and cross-checked with FEMA databases
around flood insurance claims found here: https://www.fema.gov/about/reports-and-data/openfema
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next, flooding has come to shape the cultural identity of the town, which contributes to
unique identity formations amongst residents, contributing to an inertia to leave and
building an acute sense of shared distinction amongst those who call Hamilton home.
Floods and Cultural Identity in Hamilton
In continuing to show how the floodplains lives of Hamilton residents mark a collective
cultural identity, I analyze the ways in which flooding marks a cultural force in Hamilton.
This section draws on historical and archival material to show how, over time, flooding
becomes embedded in the social fabric of Hamilton as both a place marked by disaster as
well as a place where people continue to persist in spite of ongoing catastrophe. Through
tracing news media coverage as well as the political economic realities of flood
insurance, I show that the histories of flooding in Hamilton have come to be an expected
part of the future of residents’ lives, as much as these histories shape the past and present
hardships of these rural working-class residents.
In the fall of 2017, the Skagit River exceeded 12 its banks at the bend where the
town lies. At the time, mayor Joan Cromley told reporters that residents of the town could
expect 10 to 12 inches of water creeping up the streets. Yet for residents, this was nothing
exceptional. “Most houses are raised, that shouldn’t cause much of a problem,” Cromley
told reporters in a newsstory right before the flood (Rutheymeyer 2017). This flood was
predicted to be a minor one. As the saying goes, “it floods here.” Yet a few years later, in
late October 2020 during ethnographic data collection in the form of participantobservation, I gathered alongside community members on Zoom to meet with the
Hamilton Town Council and representatives from Forterra. After years of proposals,
12

Over the course of writing this chapter in the fall of 2021, the Skagit River also experienced a major flood
after a significant atmospheric river event dropped record levels of precipitation in the Skagit Valley.
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town residents were getting a first glimpse of the latest iteration of relocation plans.
While future threats from floods drive environmentalists’ involvement, the non-profit
also plans to remove the infrastructure from “Old Hamilton” to aid in salmon restoration
goals. Residents are skeptical; there isn’t full buy-in. People want to stay where they are,
in their double-wides raised on stilts with sandbags in their front yards. Hamilton is, and
has been over the course of its history, a town of predominantly white, poor and working
class communities: the recent census details that about 30% of the town lives below the
federal poverty line, and is about 90% non-Hispanic white (Census 2020). This
reluctance to leave creates a problem for well-meaning environmentalists and federal
flood insurers and regional planners.
This reluctance to relocate is a central issue within critical disaster studies.
Historically, critical disaster studies situate the unequal distribution of resources, risk, and
vulnerability at the center of analysis to show that disasters are not solely the result of
biophysical processes (Blaikie et al. 1994; Oliver-Smith 1996). These scholars do not
reject the role that biophysical forces play in shaping hazards and disasters like floods
and earthquakes. Rather, they highlight the social, political, and economic relationships
that generate uneven risk and exposure in the face of these events. Critical disaster
scholars demonstrate how disasters are a structure, not an event – to borrow language
from Wolfe (2006) – and results of long and unfolding historical dynamics regarding the
dialectical interplay between human communities and their environments (Faas and
Barrios 2015; Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999). As Elliott (2021, 27) makes abundantly
clear, disasters, “the designation of which is itself an act of interpretation, can be located
as much in the organizations and the sociotechnical systems that societies use to manage
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and respond to hazards and harms, as it can in any given event.” As I discuss below, the
long history of flooding in Hamilton has come to shape the town’s identity as a flooded
place. There are two broad arcs to this history that are important to understanding
Hamilton’s floodplain identities: the early histories of flooding during settler-colonial
projects of place-making as well as the subsidization of life in the floodplain through the
rise of the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP).
Flooding on the Frontier
Even before hydrologic regulations by dams, the Skagit River was an integral part
of the Puget Sound’s settler-colonial frontier economy in the 19th century. The discovery
of coal and iron on the Skagit River in 1875 led to miners establishing the Hamilton
Mine. Soon thereafter in 1877, William Hamilton and a cohort of other families
established a town site. Booming Industrial interests at the time had papers in Seattle and
New York City touting Hamilton as becoming the “Pittsburgh of the West” (Bates and
Bates 1991). Yet, competing mining interests led to a number of back-and-forth lawsuits
that held-up mining operations for years. Moreover, large wood in the river channel –
characteristic Pacific Northwest fluvial morphology (Collins and Montgomery 2002) –
impeded steamers from moving upstream from the Skagit Bay, which compounded the
ability of residents to get their goods to market and increased the price of food and others
supplies (Skagit County Historical Society 1973). Railroad track was laid to reach
Hamilton from the Skagit delta in 1891 to haul coal, which heightened the promise of
Hamilton at the crossroads of a burgeoning frontier economy.
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Figure 5 A yarder used by members of the Hamilton Logging Company, sometime at the turn of the 20th
century. Logging sustained the town well into the 1970s. Source: image from the Skagit River Journal, a
product of the Skagit County Historical Society: http://www.skagitriverjournal.com/Upriver/UtoConc/Hamilton/Town/Ham06-TOC-IH06.html

At the height of its pioneer “Boom” town days, informal census records kept in
local town council minutes indicate that the town boasted about 1,500 people living there
in 1889 (Bates and Bates 1991). Reflecting on the early Hamilton of his parent’s
generation, Hamilton resident Fred Slipper recalls, “The population of Hamilton in the
early days is not known, but it is said there were 13 saloons13 in the town at one time, so
the area must have had a lot of people!” (Bates and Bates 1991: 120). In this
compendium of Frontier and settler-colonial practices of territory and resource extraction,

It’s near impossible to determine if there were actually 13 saloons in Hamilton in the late 19th century, but
there are references to that exact number that repeat in different historical sources. One resident states,
“City politics was at times decided in the bars or by street brawls, and the one jail was usually full on
Saturday nights” (Bates and Bates,1991, 119). In any case, these claims contribute to the mythology of
Hamilton that I analyze below as part of the “gritty practicality.”
13
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Hamilton residents shortly experienced the realities of life in the floodplain. The Skagit
overflowed its banks with three large and devastating floods in 1894, 1896, and 1897.
One account from a regional newspaper from 1896 describes the scene in Hamilton after
the flood: “The town is a complete wreck. The big brick store building… is a heap of
ruins and the grounds are buried under the fallen walls. Everything in is horrible
condition… Everyone is discouraged and heart-broken and the scene beggars
description” (FEMA 1981: 4). After the 1897 floods a year later, most of the remaining
buildings were moved on log rollers to the current town site (Bates and Bates 1991).
Now, the original site where the town was platted is underwater.
These early and major floods at the cresting height of Hamilton’s frontier boom economy
did not deter continued settlement and resource extraction. Timber and logging interests
established operations in town amidst the legal feuds and steamboat transport drama
brought about by the mines.
Yet, in about 20 years by 1912, the whole area in and around Hamilton was clear
cut and the town became a site for log processing and transport (Skagit County Historical
Society 1973). Even as floods continued to affect the town, residents rebuilt and kept on.
Curiously, very little mention of the early floods show-up in the town council meeting
minutes and notes. However, other minutia do: frequently delinquent water bills, debates
on whether or not to let cattle and swine roam the streets, how much to pay to repair the
raised wooden sidewalks. Then, in 1925, two serious fires burned down most of the
original buildings, where 5 city blocks and about 20 buildings burned to the ground, the
only building that remained being Hamilton Bank (Bates and Bates 1991). The fires also
dovetailed with the rise of the automobile, which made Hamilton an unnecessary
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transport hub for the upriver sections of the Skagit Valley. In the aftermath of the early
floods and then the major fires, Hamilton began to take an economic downturn from
which it did not recover, as the country soon then slipped into the Great Depression.

Figure 6 An author photo of a news clipping that displays an image from an 1896 flood reproduced in a
2003 news story after major floods again impacted the town of Hamilton. This year’s floods were the first
major floods that settlers experienced. It would be almost another two years before residents relocated the
town just north of where the original town plat lies (Skagit Valley Herald, 2003 October 29).

Since then, census reports show that the town has maintained a rather stagnant
population sitting just around 300 (give or take a dozen or so). Curiously, if you google
“Hamilton, WA,” you might find a link that lists it as a Ghost Town so that those who
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want to partake in the myth of the disappearing West might frequent a visit.14 Today,
about one-third of Hamilton residents live below the federal poverty line, compounding
the ability of this flooded community to respond to the threat of future floods. The
socioeconomic status of these individuals has ultimately been bolstered by an
unintentional but nonetheless consistent federal bailout program: flood insurance and
disaster relief.
Subsidizing Life in the Floodplain
As scholars have shown elsewhere (Browne and Hoyt 2000; Burby 2011; Elliott
2021), flood insurance has ultimately created the conditions of possibility for certain
communities to continue to persist in a floodplain. This is similarly true in Hamilton. Yet,
the rise of flood insurance did not enter the realities of Hamilton residents late into the
20th century. After analyzing the archival records, the first mention of flood insurance
appears in the town council minutes from 1971, with one simple entry: “Flood insurance
is too high” (Bates and Bates 1991, 65). Indeed, over the course of the next two decades,
residents would debate whether to buy into the federal program. A 2004 report by the
Skagit County Office of Planning and Development estimated that only about half of the
homeowners carry flood insurance, while about 90% of the town is in the regulatory
flood zone (Murvosh and Crichfield 2004). The realities of how individuals buy into the
NFIP are complicated and not straightforward, yet one overarching generalization is that
as long as a property owner does not have a federally backed mortgage, there is no
compulsion to participate in the program.

14

https://www.ghosttowns.com/states/wa/hamilton.html
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Additionally, the political economy around flooding and disaster in Hamilton has
created an informal system where people take advantage of federal subsidies as a mode of
resistance (e.g. Scott 1976). While scholars have shown that this kind of disaster
capitalism is designed to put certain communities in harm’s way (Klein 2007), Hamilton
residents see their methods of hoarding federal flood insurance money as a way to resist
“big government.” This becomes a political identity formation rooted in a perceived
sense of resistance. In some ways, residents of Hamilton have come to expect the promise
of disaster aid and relief through FEMA and the NFIP. In 2003, then mayor Tim Bates
told reporters, “The only thing that might push people to relocate is not being able to get
any more money to bail them out” (Crichfield 2003c). These narratives of development
and bailout are central to these floodplain identities. Intersecting forces of federal policy
and disaster capitalism that take a piecemeal approach to relocation through buyouts and
insurance price-outs ultimately puts the responsibility for full relocation on the shoulders
of local and state governments and individuals themselves. For example, according to a
summary report prepared by Skagit County in 2003 during a reinvigoration of the
relocation conversation, FEMA awarded Hamilton $66,00 to kick-start planning process
and another $295,000 to buy out homes and property that routinely flood (Skagit County
OPDS 2007). That same summary report also details that, at the time, Hamilton residents
on average received $6,916 per capita compared to the $ 1,437 nationwide (480% higher
average awards) in disaster aid relief and NFIP claims. Roughly 75 Hamilton addresses
are represented in this data with some properties having between 3 and 5 NFIP claims
within a 10-year period. By 2007, Hamilton properties paid about $50,000 in premiums
and received $3 million in NFIP claims., representing 6,000% more than the NFIP
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received in premiums from Hamilton properties (Skagit County OPDS Appendix K
2007). In Hamilton, residents have come to expect federal disaster and insurance money
to promote their persistence in a hazardous floodway.
In a phone interview with a Washington state NFIP administrator, I learned that
the 2012 Biggert-Waters amendment to the flood insurance act resulted in a system that
raised premiums on houses that were classified “severe repetitive loss properties,” or
properties that have claimed flood insurance multiple times over the lifetime of their
enrollment in the program. The increase in these insurance premiums was substantial:
25% a year until the premiums reached actuarial risk, and not just the governmentsubsidized policies. Ultimately, this first increase created a situation of ownership that
was untenable for almost a dozen Hamilton residents. Across the United States, more
than 30,000 NFIP properties are now classified as severe repetitive loss properties.
Though these homes represent less than one percent of insured properties, they have
accounted for a disproportionate 9.6 percent of all damages paid, as of 2015 (Elliott
2021).
Yet, an expectation of disaster relief and support from the government in the wake
of events like flooding has not always been steadfast in American political expectations
towards government aid. As Davies (2013) shows through his historical analysis of
disasters in America, early attitudes towards disasters saw them as an act of God or a
result of divine will, and therefore, people did not expect relief from the government, or
hold the government responsible for providing aid. This slowly changed over the course
of the 20th century, however, which saw a slow and steady codification of federal policy
mechanisms for disaster response and relief: the Flood Control Acts in 1917, 1928, 1936,
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and 1938 made flood control a national problem that the federal government needed to
address (Elliott 2021).
Even in the wake of these flood control acts which aimed to bring the ecological
dynamics of flooding under regulation by technoscientific infrastructure like dams and
levees, floods continued to create problems for local communities and the federal
government. These increasing disasters also articulated with other great works projects of
the mid-20th century, as well as the economic discourse of development brought about by
the war-machine; flood and disaster management, at some level, became an extension of
the welfare state. However, there was an implicit recognition that earlier efforts by the
federal government to regulate river systems and bring them under human control
enabled risky patterns of settlement in floodplains (Elliott 2021). To address this bind,
Congress passed the National Flood Insurance Act in 1968, which established the NFIP 15.
As quoted in a report by Department of Housing and Urban Development (1966),
“Independence and self-reliance are deep-seated American traits, dating back to the
extended pioneer period when such traits were not only highly valued but essential for
survival and success.” This mentality, the report went on to explain, drove an approach to
flood insurance which placed the burden of rational decision-making onto the individual.
At the time, regulators believed that the federally subsidized policies would gradually
diminish over time due to the damages accrued from being in the floodplain and the
eventual collapse. The task force who created the report that informed the act estimated
that government subsidized flood insurance for high-risk properties would only last for
twenty-five years (FEMA 2005). This burden of responsibility for individuals to make

15

For an excellent critical engagement with flood insurance, the NFIP, and the moral economies of loss and
climate change, see Rebecca Elliott (2021) Underwater.
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rational choices about navigating risks was based on a set of cultural and political
assumptions about the subjectivity of those individuals.
Both flood insurance as well as FEMA disaster aid have contributed to a
persistence of the possibilities of life for Hamilton residents to stay in the regulated
floodway. While FEMA has initiated buyouts of certain properties, this ultimately has
had an unanticipated impact: property taxes. “There’s enough federally owned property
now that the town struggles to collect property taxes,” a town council member remarked
in a phone interview. The repeated history of flooding and subsequent removal of
structures has eroded the property tax base and contributes to the overall socioeconomic
decline of the town. As the local pastor told reporters in a conversation with a visiting
congressman in 2005, “The floods uncovered the real problems… There’s a lot of
extreme poverty here” (Crichfield 2005). Out of this mix of real poverty and economic
disenfranchisement, however, emerges a cultural identity that creates a shared sense of
distinction amongst residents. These floodplain identities are crucial in understanding the
long-standing resistance to relocation.
Floodplain Lives and Collective Identity
When it floods in Hamilton, the town has to vacate, moving their trailers out of the
floodplain to the First Baptist ministry just across the highway on higher ground. This
happens every major flood, and every major local newspaper runs stories for days
detailing the stories and variations of expectation and surprise. Yet so far, rather than
analyze how floods displace people, I position flooding as a cultural force to understand
the identities that emerge when residents choose to persist in a floodplain. As I have
shown, this long-term history of flooding has shaped the collective identity of the town of
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Hamilton and become part of the culture of the place for those who live there and choose
to move there. From this long-term exposure to flooding emerge unique subject positions
that shape why residents continue to live in Hamilton and contribute inertia to wellmeaning efforts to relocate the town. Two distinct identity formations characterize these
floodplain identities: a narrative of flood survivorship, rather than victims of flooding,
and a kind of make-do mentality, or what I call a gritty practicality, where people pick up
the pieces and continue. Ultimately, these identity formations are marked by an
attunement to the concept of acceptable risk.
Flood Survivors
One of the most readily apparent identity formations that emerges from historical
and archival analyses of flooding and cultural subjectivity is that of residents being
“flood survivors.” This is put succinctly in a letter to the editor of the Skagit Valley
Herald in 2003 by then former Hamilton resident Racquel McDermott. I found the letter
to the editor in the archive at the Skagit County Historical Society after hours of pouring
through news headlines around flooding. Ms. McDermott writes, “I have very little
tangible childhood memories, the river took them. It did not take me though. My family
and I were not ‘flood victims.’ We were and are ‘flood survivors.’ I know emotionally
and financially it can take its toll, but don't let this flood win, you are all survivors.”
These intersecting registers of persistence and loss that McDermott succinctly – and
tragically – invokes both reflect and contribute to a shared sense of distinction between
past and current Hamilton residents. Indeed, this narrative of flood survivorship also gets
taken-up by newcomers to town. Analyzing news coverage and interviews with local
residents, I found two separate stories about flooding in 2003 and then again in 2006 that
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interview the same woman, Theresa Boots. In 2003, Ms. Boots had moved to town three
months before the flood. She went on record telling reporters, “I just moved to town and I
don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m not sure what’s going to happen. I didn’t think it
would be like this; everyone just panics” (Crichfield 2003). Yet, just three years later
after a more devastating flood, Ms. Boots tells reporters, “Well, you just come to expect
it here in Hamilton” (Yardley 2006). In one turn of phrase, John Matheson simply said,
“The floods are just a normal way of life” (Crichfield 2003). For some, even though
floods prove disastrous, they still continue on: "It was really bad," a resident told
reporters in 2018 about the 2006 flood. "We got in our canoe and paddled around looking
to rescue any pets or do anything helpful that we could” (Cauvel 2018). These narratives
of flood survivorship become one way that residents cope with the realities of floods –
and in some ways, become a kind of town pride.
This town pride around flooding has historical antecedents that relate to
circulating myths around settler-colonial settlement and relationships with Indigenous
communities. Hamilton residents have contributed oral histories recalling different
moments of cooperation between the Upper Skagit Indian tribe and others that were
essential to Hamilton residents surviving early floods (Skagit County Historical Society
1973). In particular, one resident stated that, “During severe floods, the river would come
up to our bedroom windows on the second floor. The Indians would come by in their
canoes and help rescue families from the top floor of their houses.” (Eloise Knapp,
recalling stories her mother Teresa McDowell used to tell her, Bates and Bates 1991,
120). Stories like these carry a certain potency and currency that persist through the ages,
where one resident went on record during a town council meeting in 1985 saying, “We

83

survived these floods and have right to live here just the same” (Bates and Bates 1991,
153). However, discursive representations of collaboration between Indigenous people in
the region and settlers elide the violent histories and encounters with the Upper Skagit
Indians as well as the Sauk-Suiattle tribes that mark the area’s history (Breslow 2011).
Nonetheless, flood events have drawn out a kind of marked will to persist.
Town residents alone are not the only sources that contribute to the narrative of
flood survivorship. These narratives that circulate in town also circulate in popular news
media representation. News media outlets have bolstered the narrative of flood
survivorship – for both residents, and the town itself. In 1995 after a major and
devastating flood event, a Seattle-based TV news crew upon visiting Hamilton
pronounced the town “dead, it will not come back this time” (Geluso 2002b). Multiple
newspaper stories about flooding in Hamilton start something like this: “Since its
founding in 1877, Hamilton has suffered at the whims of the Skagit River, but the town
never has been killed" (Geluso, 2002a). A newspaper headline from The Skagit NewsHerald 1906 reads: “Skagit River goes on big rampage.” After a flood in 2003, the next
day’s news headlines read: “The town is toast this time” (Crichfield 2003b). Not only
does a flood survivorship exist at an individual level, but residents also frame their
individual experiences reflected within the town as a whole.
Yet, flood survivorship is not simply about surviving floods themselves, but also
about persisting in the rural way of life that Hamilton represents for those who choose to
live there. The story of flood survivorship is so strong, that some residents fail to see
them as a true threat to their livelihood. For example, in a public comment letter on a
proposed impact assessment for relocating Hamilton to an upland area out of the
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floodplain, a local resident, Truly Glenn Adams wrote, “I feel crime, drugs, alcohol,
speeding on our roads, will destroy our rural country life. If this 200 acres are covered
with housing, where are the elk going to live? Let’s not add more pollution to this area”
(Skagit County OPDS 2007, Appendix M). Noting his concerns about the proposed
Hamilton relocation at the time, Mr. Adams does not name floods as a threat to their
“rural country life,” but rather other socioeconomic and sociopolitical structural
symptoms like drug addiction and crime. In the most striking note, Mr. Adams shows a
concern for the elk population before a concern for the real threat to his life and property.
In some ways, this attention to the everydayness of their circumstances reveals a kind of
immediate practicality about what it means to accept floods as a fact of life.
Gritty Practicality
If one side of the coin of emergent floodplain identities is flood survivorship, then
the other is a kind of gritty practicality, or a way of making-do together. Even midst the
mud and silt and sand that linger after major flood events, people continue to move to
Hamilton. Chuck Steele, a retired flood mitigation expert, told reporters, “There are just a
lot of people that just don't want to leave Hamilton. They enjoy the place. If you've ever
been there, it's kind of hard to understand why. It's not a real pleasant community”
(Pulkkinen 2020). Upon a superficial glance around town, it’s not difficult to see why
Steele would make this claim. Blackberry vines overwhelm yards and fences. The asphalt
streets are made uneven over repeated flood events, and water pools randomly as if there
were potholes. The only public spaces are in disrepair and the bathrooms are molding and
rusting. Yet, as evidenced by Janet Koopsen’s letter to the mayor and his wife, Tim and
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Carole Bates, the kind of attraction to a life in Hamilton is something more ephemeral
and affective, even as it is practical:
I wasn’t thinking about history when we first came to Hamilton. History happened
a long time ago or is happening some other place now. We were here simply to
enjoy an afternoon visiting with a friend… It isn’t everywhere that history says
hello and welcomes you to stay the way it happens here. History, in Hamilton you
see, is alive and not an easy thing to walk out of once you’ve walked in, and felt it
surrounding you from a long time ago and everyday since. (Bates and Bates 1991,
231-232).
As echoed earlier about life in Hamilton, residents connect to a kind of historical
continuity that is tangible to them. A repeating history of flooding – even as it is
devasting – is also a marker of social connection, like “visiting with a friend,” as Ms.
Koopsen notes.
The insistence on an ability to muck through it all and weather the floods is
literally inscribed into the social infrastructure of the town. Throughout the years,
Willie’s Hi-Lead tavern – the only watering hole left in town – has been equipped to
survive high water. A quote from a news story following the flood in 2003 hits the point
home: “Electrical outlets are above the 1995 flood level, now marked out on a beam next
to the bar in a black line, Even the slot for the big-screen color television on the wall was
cut just above that line, to keep the television dry - just in case” (Crichfield 2003c).
Through this gritty practicality, residents of Hamilton come to naturalize the political and
ecological force of flooding and the economic fall-out of these events. For Hamilton
residents, the long and seemingly internalized histories of life on the frontier became
entangled with other ways that politics is lived in the United States, reminiscent of what
Berlant (2011) calls “cruel optimism,” where a focus on the individual will as an
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organizing principle of political life gets taken-up and reinscribed through neoliberal
policies, like flood insurance.
The NFIP creates an approach to flood hazards as ones that can be predicted
scientifically and therefore responded to through the prevailing logic of probabilistic risk,
placing the responsibility of risk assessment onto the individual (Elliott 2021). Hamilton
residents benefit from the payments from the NFIP and enact certain modes of resistance
– they figure out ways to repair their properties for far less the value than the FEMA
checks sent their way for repair. For example, Mr. Roetcisoender, a local resident that
owned five properties with flood insurance, decided to take matters into his own hands,
telling reporters in a story that he “made many of the repairs himself, saving about
$15,000. [He] hired a couple of local guys” (Murvosh and Crichfield 2004). The mayor at
the time, Tim Bates, went on record telling reporters, "Some of these folks, they have a
lot of money and haven't done diddly-squat to their place." Bates said. "They just washed
the mud out and it looks the same as it did before." (Murvosh and Crichfield 2004).
These everyday modes of resistance (Scott 1985) take advantage of the gaps in
government oversight to redistribute resources throughout the community, or at least
hoard government money in the community by certain individuals. NFIP administrators
and FEMA flood regulators are not compelled to police the insurance payouts, but rather
are in charge of accurately assessing the damage and authorizing the insurance to help
residents recoup. As Mike Howard, a FEMA spokesman, told reporters, it would be up to
an insurance adjuster to spot unmade repairs. “The adjusters are pretty savvy, but who
knows what evil lurks in the hearts of mortal man,” Mr Howard said. (Murvosh and
Crichfield 2004). These moments of everyday resistance are integral to a practical way of
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life in a floodplain, where floods will continue to come, but most people cannot truly
afford the ability to move to avoid them.
Another central characteristic of this gritty practicality is a kind of pride in rural
living in the face of disaster. For example, former Hamilton bank-owner Fred Slipper
wrote in a letter to the Town Council in 1988: “More than likely, Hamilton will never
again be the thriving town it once was, but it will never be a ghost town either. Too many
stout-heated people live there to let that happen.” (Bates and Bates 1991, 120). In some
ways, Mr. Slipper’s prediction of the town more than thirty years ago was a kind of
portent. While people continue to move to town, census data over the ten years has
shown a stagnation in population. Yet, the ethos of communality in the wake of floods
persists. After a flood in fall 2021, almost 200 residents from Hamilton evacuated their
homes for over three days. On a visit up four days after the major precipitation event that
caused flooding, residents I found moving back into town told me that the best strategy is
to not talk about relocation but, rather, to prepare for flooding. In particular, a local man
known around Hamilton as “Taco,” told me, “Well, when you have good friends that will
help you and all you cand do is hope for the best, that’s how we do it. A lot of sand and
dirt on the floors to soak up the water. Rip the drywall down to fix it.” I was somewhat
surprised by the good nature of the scene. What I came to realize is that, in a twist of
events, the catastrophe of flooding had created bonds amongst the community and in their
own way, a kind of subjectivity of practical care for their environment in the wake of
repeated disaster.
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Collective Identity in a Catchment Zone of Capitalism
The political economic realities of extractive capitalism on the former settlercolonial frontier in many ways have contributed to a sense of residents in Hamilton
getting stuck, or what I have shown as Hamilton becoming a catchment zone of late
capitalism. The state apparatus through the NFIP enables floodplain communities to
persist through insurance-as-disaster policy rather than dealing with the larger problem of
communities behind left behind in a changing economy and environment. Much like
floodplain themselves that are repeatedly filled with whatever gets carried downstream,
Hamilton is a place that represents a sort of catchment for the outcasts of late capitalism,
a place that has been actively produced through failed government policies and a longstanding floodplain subjectivity.
Political ecologists and others have shown that the capitalist project not only
requires the extraction of value from nature, but also that it ensnares certain kinds of
people to do the labor for that value (Ogden 2011; Satterfield 2002) and that once that
nature value is gone, it leaves these people in its wake, in essence, resulting in a double
extraction of human-nature value. As I have shown, the articulating structural forces of
settler-colonial projects on the Frontier with contemporary government-led initiatives that
essentially subsidize life in the floodplain have resulted in a place where it’s easy for
working-class people living on the margins to get stuck. As Methmann and Oels (2014,
278) put it: ‘the adverse effects of natural hazards on people do not only lie within the
hazard itself but derive from the position of these individuals within social, economic and
political relations.” The neoliberal projects of floodplain insurance have created a
patchwork solution to ameliorating harm caused by flood events, which ultimately has
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created a bureaucratic black box for caring for people who are otherwise on the fringe of
the benefits and successes of contemporary political-economic configurations. In
Hamilton, capitalism has put people in places of risk.
Yet, the political-economic realities of Hamilton also intersect with another
important force: these floodplain identities. As I have shown, the cultural identities that
circulate in the town emerge from an experience of disasters as traumatic events. As
sociologist Kai Erikson (1976) has shown, there is a kind collective consciousness of
trauma that emerges from intense, disastrous events. Erikson’s analysis of trauma,
however, is relegated simply to the fallout from the impacts of a catastrophic flood, and
also defines collective trauma in terms of its breaking down the categories of social
relationships. In Hamilton, the floods are catastrophic and continuous, intersecting with
larger historical trajectories and political-economic relations related to the accumulation
of capital in the region which has ultimately relegated this once frontier Boom-town to a
place of revolving disrepair. More importantly, these floods represent building blocks of
shared identity amongst Hamilton residents. In this case, the floodplain lives of Hamilton
residents crystallize a collective cultural identity through the social and environmental
ties that bind, reminiscent of what Hirschberger (2018) details as processes of meaningmaking out of intense events.
Hamilton is a flooded place. These histories of flooding intersect with long
processes of settler-colonialism and resource extraction that articulate with contemporary
government-based initiatives that mobilize capital around systems of loss. I argue that
Hamilton residents’ choice to persist in a floodplain is a reflection of emergent floodplain
identities, which come to be collectively held. This creates a sticky problem for residents
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of Hamilton. On the one hand, the erosion of life due to capitalist resource extraction
from enterprises like logging and mining, and the boom/bust cycles of economic promise
and depression, contribute to the kind of double exposure that residents experience in the
face of continued and intensifying flooding. On the other hand, Hamilton residents have,
over time, enacted certain modes of resistance to the otherwise piecemeal approach to
relocation implicit in the FEMA buyout/NFIP insurance program. Through accepting
disaster relief and flood insurance payouts and redistributing the money locally, as well
as purportedly saving the money, Hamilton residents have been beneficiaries of an
unintentional federal stimulus plan.
Conclusion
While the structures of extractive capitalism help us to understand how Hamilton
emerges as a downtrodden place on the fringes of society, the emergent collective
identity in the town demonstrates why people stay and resist ongoing efforts to relocate
the town. The cultural logics that shape such a collective identity of communities who
persist in zones of precarity – like floodplains – are often buried in the histories of
everyday life as they touch and are touched by larger prevailing political economies and
ecologies. This chapter takes a historical approach to analyze the cultural politics that
shape why people choose to live in zones of precarity, like a floodplain. I build on
foundational scholarship in historical political ecology and critical disaster studies that
show how flooding is a deeply historical and sociopolitical problem (Elliott, 2021;
Hewitt, 1997; Mustafa, 2005; Pelling, 1999). This chapter has shown how the many
forms of capitalism shape a catchment zones or sticking places for lost and forgotten
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communities discarded by the changing configurations of resource extraction and value
production.
Much like other marginalized communities worldwide, Hamilton residents are
subjects of what geographers O’Brien and Leichenko (2000) describe as “double
exposure,” or a vulnerability that emerges from the intersecting histories of uneven
capitalist development and environmental change. This double exposure of floodplain
communities articulates with what Paprocki (2019) calls “anticipatory ruination,” where
assemblages of life and livelihood are devalued in anticipation of real or perceived
threats, which reproduces structural inequality and therefore compounds exposure to
future risk. Rather than answer the question of what forces enable communities to occupy
and move into a floodplain, this chapter examines the cultural logics that underlie
acceptable environmental risk for communities to continue living in a floodplain.
Should the town of Hamilton and all its residents be relocated? Given climate
change realities and government priorities, the United States is making a concerted effort
to relocate entire neighborhoods rather than continue the costly program of insurance
payments and piecemeal buyouts (Flavelle 2020). As this chapter has shown, however,
relocation is not such an easily answered question. Life in Hamilton’s floodplain is a
complicated repeating mosaic of disaster, loss and recovery. While factions of the town
might want to move, the prevailing economic situation of most residents prevents this
reality from really taking purchase. Not only this, but residents have come to strongly
identify with the realities of flooding. While relocation can ultimately intervene in the
cycles of disaster, destruction, and repair that are costly for taxpayers and government
agencies, these relocation initiatives need to be cognizant of the long-standing forms of
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cultural identity and attachment to flooding that residents have formed over the long
term. For Hamilton – and for communities elsewhere – floodplain relocation should
include holistic approaches that consider a communities sociocultural flourishing, and not
just their economic viability outside of disaster’s path.
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Chapter 3
Institutionalized Environmental Justice and the Community
Slot
Abstract: In this chapter, I analyze how community-based organizations and movement
activists respond to government efforts to institutionalize and appropriate environmental
justice within the contexts of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Superfund
cleanup sites. Extending Trouillot’s concept of the “savage slot,” I use the “community
slot” to analyze the strategic framings used by a Seattle-based environmental justice
organization to intervene in government processes and maintain their identity as an
environmental justice community. I analyze three “maintenance strategies” that the
Duwamish River Community Coalition (DRCC) employs within environmental justice
initiatives, both defining and opening-up spaces for environmental justice organizers to
strategically interpret, experiment with, and expand normative ideas of environmental
justice. The setting of this research is in the Duwamish River Valley in Seattle, though
what I relate here should resonate with the recent and ongoing explosion of
environmental justice initiatives nationwide.
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The Community Slot
After stacking some tables and easels alongside splattered paint buckets into the back of
her dad’s old pickup truck, Maggie and I pulled away from South Park Plaza. It was one
of those late winter days in the Pacific Northwest where the sun’s angle of incidence cast
long shadows of our movement across the industrial facilities along the Duwamish River.
The shadows made a kind of improvisational dance with the interweaving forklifts and
big rigs that passed us by. Maggie is a community engagement and communications
specialist for the Duwamish River Community Coalition (DRCC), a community-based
environmental justice organization in the Duwamish Valley in Seattle. We were taking
supplies back to DRCC’s main offices after a “clean air” neighborhood walking tour. It
was my first time going to headquarters, even though I had been collaborating with the
organization for six months to investigate the environmental justice dimensions of river
restoration efforts. Up until this point, social distancing and other pandemic precautions
had made most fieldwork virtual.
The organization is in an industrial neighborhood composed largely of
warehouses. Anticipating my questions about the site, Maggie said:
“Yeah, I know, our offices are kind of buried back here, but its intentional so that
when we have meetings with people from the city or wherever, they have to drive
through our communities all the way back here past all these industries and just
see it all. Most people don’t realize this [the industry] all exists. When they show
up, they say, ‘Wow!’”
I was struck by the impact of her words. Even I – a resident of Seattle and researcher who
had been working in and thinking critically about the Duwamish Valley for a good
amount of time before this interaction – was not aware of the political-industrial
geography on the banks of the Duwamish River. Yet, over the course of my time with
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DRCC, I learned of other reasons why they might house their offices amidst warehouses
and industrial polluters: It was the most affordable rent they could find. There is not a
wide availability of office spaces in general in the Duwamish Valley. The location was
close to many of the staff members’ homes who live in the neighborhood which creates
equity and ease of commute. Just to name a few. Maggie’s framing of the location was
not untrue, because the drive to the offices leaves an impression. In her brief synoptic
explanation, Maggie chose to strategically frame the office’s location as an asset to the
organization, and a strategic framing that re-iterates the organization’s positionality
within the landscape of environmental justice. And it was a framing I heard from others
at the organization on different occasions.
These kinds of strategic framings became a common occurrence during my
interactions with DRCC staff and other affiliated collaborators. Early on in my fieldwork
staff members used the word community so much that it almost started to lose its
meaning. I became skeptical. I started to listen more closely when the word came up and
began to trace how it circulated throughout the organization’s discourse as well as in their
work with external partners. Even James, a former tribal council member of the
Duwamish Tribe and current Superfund Manager for DRCC, kept reasserting the
importance and centrality of community. In fact, during my research tenure with the
organization, which overlapped with its 20th year anniversary, DRCC changed its name
from Duwamish River Cleanup Coalition to Duwamish River Community Coalition. To
put it one way, all this made my anthropologist senses tingle. Elsewhere, scholars have
discussed this attenuation of the category of community, writing, “No matter how
casually it is used, then, the notion of community may be doing sociological and
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ideological work” (Creed 2006:2). In many ways, the category of community almost
always seems to carry a positive connotation, being a “warmly persuasive word” and
“unlike all other terms of social organisations (state, nation, society, and so on) …seems
never to be used unfavourably, and never to be given any positive opposing or
distinguishing term” (Williams 1976:76). Yet, I came to realize that community to DRCC
and their collaborators is a word used in earnest as much as it has become a strategic
framing for their environmental justice work. As I discuss later, the strategic framing
becomes a form of essentializing identity for political gains. Even still, DRCC organizers
have an ardent belief in the role and power of community in their work.
Ultimately, these strategic framings of community led me to ponder the question:
once an environmental justice community becomes known and recognized as such, how
do they go about maintaining their political identity as an environmental justice
community? How is this identity practiced and disciplined? In sum, what are the lived
experiences and outcomes of being an environmental justice community? These
questions are an important extension in the scholarship surrounding environmental justice
in anthropology, geography, and sociology, especially as they relate to the
institutionalization of environmental justice and the emergence of what I call the
“community slot.”
As a US social movement, environmental justice radically challenged forms of
environmental racism and violence perpetuated by the state’s collusion with capital
(Bullard 1990, 1993; Taylor 2000). As a framework for articulating rights and political
power, environmental justice grew out of civil rights, anti-nuclear, feminist, and Redpower movements in the 1960s and 70s to show the disproportionate ways that
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environmental harms and benefits were distributed along axes of race and class
(Gutierrez et al. 2021). Additionally, environmental justice became a rallying cry and
ongoing challenge to the enduring whiteness and white supremacy that underlie
mainstream environmentalism (Di Chiro 1995; Yusoff 2018). In the years since,
government institutions have both responded to16 and appropriated this framework and
implemented it, for example, through Executive Order 12898 and alongside Title VI of
the Civil Rights Act with the goal of promoting more equitable outcomes for historically
marginalized peoples. This institutionalization of environmental justice has resulted in a
number of critiques, both within academic and social movement spaces, which show how
marginalized communities face barriers to participating in environmental governance,
even under the guise of environmental justice (Ranganathan 2016), leading to a diagnosis
of “environmental justice failure” (Pulido et al. 2016:13). Moving environmental justice
from communities to state bureaucracies has diluted its radical promises and demands
(Harrison 2019), miring environmental justice organizers in negotiations that cost
resources, time, and energy (Pulido 2016). To be sure, many elder environmental justice
activists and advocates have lauded the integration of environmental justice into legal
frameworks and policy decisions. Through the institutionalization of environmental
justice within government institutions, social movement organizers and community
groups have found new ways to challenge structural racism and oppression.
The intersecting forces of government appropriation, social movement
intervention, and social movement experimentation with government forms of

While the academic scholarship is largely critical of the state’s appropriation of EJ, some scholars and
movement organizers view the adoption of EJ frameworks by the state as a victory, creating space for
movements and communities to intervene.
16
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environmental justice produces the concept that I call the “community slot.” Elsewhere,
anthropologists have developed the concept of a “slot” for making sense of social groups
relegated to the bottom of the social hierarchy. Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1991) coined the
term the “savage slot” to understand the “Janus-faced” production of Indigenous and
marginalized peoples by imperialist Western societies. The savage slot is “Janus-faced”
in that both the tropes of the “noble savage” and “violent savage” were constructions of
the West that, in fact, were essential in the construction of the West. In another vein,
Tania Li (2000) developed the concept of the “tribal slot” to note how the production of a
bureaucratic category of Indigenous and tribal peoples within the politics of resource
management shapes who can be a part of such category, how it is envisioned, and the
effects of the maintenance and disciplining of the category. David Hughes (2013) has
built on both usages to conceptualize the “victim slot” within climate change adaptation
discourse to show how it elides the historical and political contexts of climate change,
allowing certain actors to shift focus to conversations of vulnerability rather than
responsibility.
In my conceptualization, the community slot is an extension of these three
analytical approaches to the landscape of social policy in the United States: it emerges as
a double-sided category that constitutes the state apparatus’s framing of environmental
justice communities as simultaneously chronically vulnerable and the most empowered
actors to advocate for their communities. The community slot is a bureaucratic category
which needs to be defined and managed. And, it is a category that actors and
organizations can strategically occupy to make novel political claims, highlighting what
Richard Milligan and co-authors (2021: 1587) call the “ingenious politics of
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environmental organizing” where community organizations continue to experiment with
and expand normative ideas adopted by government institutions. There exists a larger
tradition in social movement activism where activists routinely perform their community
identities to intervene in state processes. In this sense, the concept of the community slot
can travel to other contexts, like a domestic violence community,” “unhoused
community,” “HIV community,” and on and on. As the ethnographic vignette at the
opening of this chapter shows, however, there are particular kinds of signifiers and
markers that highlight how the community slot operates within the contexts of
environmental justice politics in the United States. In working with the concept of the
community slot in the context of environmental justice politics, I mean to draw more
explicit analytical attention to how community becomes a specific bureaucratic and
institutional category with unique markers and spaces for political intervention. Whereas
other scholars, particularly in anthropology, have shown that community means
simultaneously everything and nothing, the community slot draws attention to the
mobilization of a category for political gains within dominant political economic
configurations. What specifically does the environmental justice community framing
reveal about the community slot?
In what follows, I argue that DRCC staff and collaborators strategically mobilize
the category of community to maintain their identities as an environmental justice
community, which affords access to certain kinds of knowledge, capital, and
collaborations. One of the primary goals of this chapter is to analyze how DRCC
imagines the concept of community in relationship to the ideological imaginings of the
how the state apparatus defines the Duwamish Valley as a community, and how these
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two conceptualizations intersect and to what political effect. Ultimately, I show that the
spaces of overlap between the community slot and an environmental justice are a framing
based on the central concept of an “overburdened community.” To do so, I trace a brief
history of how the Duwamish Valley became a central site of traditional environmental
justice concerns which shaped the emergence of Duwamish Valley communities – and
DRCC itself – as an environmental justice community. Then, I turn to three key framings
of community that are central to the ongoing maintenance of environmental justice
community identity. I analyze each around a key point: place as community, cleanup as
community, and the researcher as community. Throughout, I develop the concept of the
community slot to show how the encroachment of the state apparatus into the terrain of
environmental justice has resulted in novel experimentation by environmental social
movements to persist as politically viable units. The overburdened community slot is
simultaneously a tool of marginalization and empowerment from the margins.
My research for this chapter unfolded over 16 months, including: collaborative
community-based research, participant-observation (n=93), semi-structured interviews
(n=31), oral histories (n=18), and document analyses. I began as a volunteer with DRCC,
helping with website management and other digital storytelling content creation. My
place at DRCC evolved over our time as we collectively launched a community-led oral
history project on local experiences of the Duwamish River over time. The fieldwork
took place during the COVID-19 pandemic from September 2020 through the end of
2021. As pandemic infections waxed and waned and research protocols and safety
concerns shifted, some of this fieldwork was virtual and some of it was in-person. Due to
the high-profile nature of the organization within the region, I have received consent from
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members of DRCC to use the organization’s real name. Aliases have been used to protect
the identity of participants who wished to remain anonymous, while the actual names of
others are used to reflect their wish to be present as themselves in the research. As I
discuss later, my research relationship with and methodological orientations towards
DRCC and the Duwamish Valley have become a central empirical site for understanding
the maintenance of environmental justice community identities.
“The River Ran Colors”
One late fall morning, I invited Lee Dorrigan to my home to contribute an oral history
interview. I was assisting DRCC with a community-led oral history project to document
local experiences and understandings of environmental change within the lower reaches
of the Duwamish River, or what is colloquially known as the Duwamish Valley. Lee had
formerly worked for the Washington State Department of Ecology and was one of the
original team members to discover the wide-spread industrial pollution in the Duwamish
River. Her discovery led to the listing of the river within the Environmental Protection
Agency’s Superfund program, which I discuss in more detail below. In our interview, I
asked Lee a question I asked all participants: what were your first impressions of the river
when you first moved here or started working in the region? Clearly a practiced
storyteller, Lee looked at me over the rim of her glasses and said, “Well, when I went
down to the riverbanks when I first started working, the river ran colors! Every day of
the week, or even at different times of day, the river would be a different iridescent color,
red, or yellow, or some teal.” This multicolor affair conjures some Surrealist painting
from the early 20th century, yet the realities are less idyllic. The river ran colors due to the
industries in the Duwamish Valley that intentionally and vociferously dumped toxic
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waste directly into the river. These industrial practices are not unique to the Duwamish
River and have become a central organizing principle for environmental justice
communities nationwide. As stated in the introduction to this dissertation, that moment
for Lee in the 1980s, a kind of bizarre technicolor crystallization of pollution, relates to
the histories of settler-colonialism as they intersect with industrial development. These
histories help us understand the contemporary realities of pollution, as Max Liboiron
(2021) makes clear, and the emerging identity of the Duwamish Valley as a home to
environmental justice communities. Ultimately, as I show in this section, these histories
of pollution shape how DRCC became known as an environmental justice community in
the first place.

Figure 7 For decades, the Duwamish River had been regarded as the great dumping grounds of the larger
Seattle industrial area. Up until the early 2000s, scenes like this were not uncommon. Image credit: BJ
Cummings/DRCC.
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The harms of the long-standing industrial development have a longer history that
predates the inception of DRCC. A wave of activism and resistance began to form. By
the mid-20th century, the Duwamish Valley was beginning to gain something of a
reputation as a dirty place to live, resulting in a surge of local activism against pollution.
One Seattle Daily Times headline in 1961 stated, “Embattled Housewives Picket Dump,”
as they protested the noxious fumes and smells coming from open burning at the city’s
dump located in South Park. Ongoing pollution in the river also resulted in fish kills of
the river’s native salmon runs, leading Indigenous and subsistence fishing communities to
ally to push for regulation and insist on their right to fish, angering white angler and sport
fishers who saw their presence as an affront and in competition with their use of the river.
These “fish wars” became important precedent for environmental concerns as they
intersect with tribal sovereignty and resulted in the Boldt Decision in 1974, which
radically reconfigured the political economy and political ecology of salmon in the region
(Cummings 2020; Fisher 2010). The Duwamish Tribe tried to petition to be included in
the Boldt Decision but were rejected 17 by the court because they had “not maintained
unbroken political cohesion since treaty times” (Cummings 2020:110). Even still,
Duwamish tribal leaders continued to ally with settler environmentalists to advocate for
the remediation of the Duwamish River, seeking out collaborations with an unlikely and
motley assemblage of vigilante activists: former Vietnam veterans, “civic navies” of
kayakers spearheaded by Puget Soundkeeper patrolling pollution along the waterway,
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This complicated politics of recognition (Povinelli 2002; Simpson 2014) continues to be a source of
conflict and tension that is central to efforts to clean up the Duwamish River as the Duwamish Tribe insists
on its territorial sovereignty and claims to fishing salmon, which are threatened by the pollution from the
Superfund sites.
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and university archaeologists (Cummings 2020). In their own ways, and together, locally
based community members and concerned citizens began to identify and articulate the
depths of the pollution in their own backyards.
Through these legacies of community activism emerged a massive, coordinated
effort between government, community, and private parties. On September 13, 2001, the
Lower Duwamish Waterway was added to the National Priorities List and was added to
the Superfund program overseen by the EPA, thus becoming known as one of the
nation’s most hazardous sites. As Cummings (2020:126) notes, despite the events of 9/11
just days before, this news made headlines in Seattle, “a century and a half, to the day,
after the first white [settlers] arrived to... the river.” Through the listing of the Duwamish
River in the Superfund program, various activists, scientists, and concerned citizens
utilized a provision in the EPA program called a Community Advisory Group (CAG) to
gain access to EPA’s internal processes to promote transparency as well as receive
funding through Technical Assistance Grants. This group of people formed the original
Duwamish River Cleanup Coalition (DRCC), which also included neighborhood
associations, other restoration organizations, and south-end Seattle environmental justice
groups, to provide community oversight of the Superfund process.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Duwamish Valley represents the “largest contiguous
industrial space in the USA” (Janos 2020:2287). Today, the Duwamish Valley is home to
one of the most economically and ethnically diverse neighborhoods in the nation and the
Duwamish River provides habitat to many of the Puget Sound region’s valued fish
species. The Valley is the ancestral home of the Duwamish Tribe and is currently home
to approximately 5,600 people, of whom 42% are immigrants, 37% are Latinx, and 63%
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are people of color. Throughout the Duwamish Valley, residents speak more than 30
native languages. Yet, histories of exclusion based on race and socioeconomic status have
resulted in stark disparities for Duwamish Valley communities: 72% of residents live
below the federal poverty line, the Duwamish Valley has a 13-year lower median life
expectancy than more affluent neighborhoods in Seattle, significantly higher rates of
asthma, and almost double the rates of falling below the federal poverty line (Gould and
Cummings 2013). These stark disparities draw into sharp relief the uneven distribution of
environmental amenities. For example, the Duwamish Valley is responsible for the flow
and circulation of close to $13.5 billion in capital each year (King County 2015).
Additionally, waves of gentrification have resulted in a “skewed riskscape” in the
Duwamish Valley, where socioeconomic class helps buffer more privileged communities
from ongoing pollution realities (Abel and White 2011). These kinds of disparities have
become a central focal point for DRCC’s environmental justice program.
Over the years, DRCC has become a laboratory for environmental justice work in
the greater Seattle area. What once began as a citizen oversight committee of the EPA’s
Superfund process has morphed into a holistic organizational approach to thinking about
other socioenvironmental disparities such as health, affordable housing, and exposure to
climate change impacts like rising temperature and sea-level rise. As DRCC expanded its
mission through the Superfund program, they started to form and conduct health impact
assessments, known as the Cumulative Health Impact Assessment (CHIA). This
assessment (Gould and Cummings 2013) focused on four populations (local residents,
tribes, non-tribal subsistence fishers, and workers in local industries) to understand the
potential effects the Superfund cleanup would have on their health. The methodology and
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results of this research became instrumental for Washington State Department of Health
to develop the Washington Health Disparities Map 18 which has become central to the
State government’s efforts to provide quantitative data for environmental justice
concerns. Additionally, because of these advocacy efforts by DRCC, the EPA conducted
the first ever environmental justice analysis of the Proposed Cleanup Plan for the Lower
Duwamish Waterway Superfund sites.
These health impact studies have resulted in a vigor of attention of government
agencies and restoration organizations. Even in the wake of multi-million-dollar
programs funded by the City of Seattle and through various intersecting restoration
efforts, Duwamish Valley communities continue to struggle to find equity in
environmental planning and socio-ecological outcomes. While community-based efforts
to promote EJ have potential to redefine realities of harm and exclusion and
simultaneously generate holistic socio-ecological well-being, these community groups
also face challenges in meaningful and deep collaboration with mainstream
environmental organizations (McKendry and Janos 2015), who often appropriate their
work and prop-up their identity as an “environmental justice community” in their
communications and development work. For example, a Seattle-based mainstream
environmental organization I interviewed has successfully received EPA Environmental
Justice Small Grants for their work in the Duwamish Valley to plant trees along the
riverbanks and aid in riparian restoration. However, this organization pursues very little
to no engagement with the communities who live in the area, and DRCC staff see these
organizations as “posers” as one full-time staff person remarked in a conversation.

18

https://fortress.wa.gov/doh/wtnibl/WTNIBL/
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In many ways, the listing of the Duwamish River as a Superfund site crystallized
the compendium of harm that residents in the Duwamish Valley currently face and served
as a primary way that DRCC became legitimized and recognized as a environmental
justice community from the perspective of the ideological state apparatus. The listing of
the river in the Superfund program drew together the legacies of settler-colonial
occupation, the industrial channelization of the river, and the subsequent transformation
of the Lower Duwamish Watershed as a site of intense economic production tied into the
global economy through the Boeing company and emerging Port. As one DRCC staffer
told me, “Our Superfund work is at the heart of everything we do in the Duwamish
Valley, it ties it all together.” Through the Superfund program and the lens of river
restoration and environmental remediation, DRCC has articulated important insights
about structural environmental violence, cementing their identity as an environmental
justice community.
In sum, histories of settler-colonialism as they articulate with uneven industrial
economic development ultimately have shaped the composition of the Duwamish Valley
as a site of classic environmental justice concerns. The dispossession of the Coast Salish
peoples from their ancestral villages and fishing grounds and the re-arrangement of the
then-burgeoning settler neighborhoods into places for immigrant communities resulted in
the Duwamish Valley becoming what many social movement activists have called a
“sacrifice zone,” in this case, a place where industrial development and waste is
disproportionately sited compared to other parts of the city. In light of these forms of
environmental racism, a long-standing ethic of resistance and organizing shaped
community identity in what became known as the Duwamish Valley. DRCC’s emergence
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in the wake of listing the Duwamish River in the Superfund program was the last catalyst
in formalizing the amalgamation of neighborhoods and different ethnic communities into
a more cohesive environmental justice community, which has become a central and key
political identity. In what follows, I demonstrate the strategies and tactics by which
DRCC has maintained this important political identity.

Figure 8 A map made through the Duwamish Valley Vision plan in 2009. The Duwamish Valley Vision was
a collaboration between DRCC staff and communities living in the areas most affected by the pollution
from the Superfund sites and industrial activity to envision different environmental futures for the
Duwamish River and its many communities. This became the first map that geographically defined the
Duwamish Valley as a scalar unit of analysis, although it had existed in discourse for years. Image credit:
Duwamish Valley Vision (DRCC 2009).
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Maintaining an Environmental Justice Community Identity: Three Strategies
The framing of the Duwamish Valley as a site of traditional environmental justice
concerns, and the ability for community groups to articulate these problems as such, has
been central for DRCC as a community-based organization to gain recognition and
pursue their political goals through the framework of environmental justice. Indeed,
DRCC has held a Technical Advisory Grant (TAG) from the EPA for the Lower
Duwamish Waterway Superfund sites since its inception and is currently in the process of
applying for a TAG for other Superfund sites on the Duwamish River. However, the
maintenance of community identity is a dynamic process that is often contested and
unfolds in complicated, and at times, contradictory ways. To show how DRCC has
maintained and practiced its environmental justice community identity, I analyze three
key strategies that emerge from ongoing work in the Duwamish Valley. In particular, I
analyze each around a central point: place as community, cleanup as community, and the
researcher as community.
In “place as community,” I show how community operates at different scales, and
how this scalar politics is essential to the maintenance of an environmental justice
community identity. I draw focus to how space and place is contested, and how these
contestations become important moments for crystallizing the community slot as political
identity. In “cleanup as community,” I trace the ideological and discursive work of
remediation through an ethic of cleaning-up the environment and community. Ultimately,
the work of environmental justice hinges on the promise and premise of a better future, to
which conversations around cleanness are central. Lastly, for the “researcher as
community,” I draw on my own experiences collaborating with DRCC and our
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collaborative research methodology to show how making strategic alliances with
researchers is essential to environmental justice community identities. I use myself as an
anthropologist as an analogue for researchers writ-large, as DRCC engages in different
kinds of research alliances across civil society.
Maintenance Strategy 1: Framing Place as Community
Just as the word community became a common refrain during my fieldwork, so
too did the phrase Duwamish Valley communities. As I have shown above, the political
geography of the Duwamish Valley as it emerges as a scalar unit relates to the histories of
pollution and environmental racism in Seattle. Yet, my conversations with DRCC staff
often troubled this conceptualization. I asked how they conceived of the Duwamish
Valley, and one staff member responded, “each person you ask will have a different
definition for that question.” Some people use the watershed boundary, some use the
geographic valley that is made by the topography of the Duwamish River in its lower
reaches, and others draw on the Duwamish Valley Vision Map (Figure 7) to offer
different scales of analysis based on the cultural and social relationships of the different
neighborhoods that DRCC serves.
For DRCC to maintain their identity as an environmental justice community, they
also need to continue to define and articulate their work through service to Duwamish
Valley communities. In what follows, I analyze how the different geographies of the
Duwamish Valley become intimately tied to community identity, as “the political role of
community cannot be understood apart from considerations of scale— that is, how units
conceived of as communities articulate with smaller and larger units of identification and
analysis” (Creed 2006:17). Essentially, DRCC and their allies strategically frame the
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Duwamish Valley as a cohesive place that becomes legible in policy and environmental
justice rule-making.
During the early days of the pandemic, all my fieldwork occurred via Zoom.
Sometimes, it was difficult to keep it all straight; meetings blurred together, my
fieldnotes entries started to become less and less detailed. How do you capture the
feelings and contours of virtual spaces when most people are just barely hanging on?
What is the culture of a grid of boxes, some of them just names, some filled with people
clearly multi-tasking? Yet simultaneously, Zoom allowed for a collapse of geographic
(and therefore political and cultural) space in ways that the “before times” of preferred
IRL (“in real life”) meetings did not. Zoom gave access to a whole different set of scales
to observe and analyze, which created new challenges as much as new opportunities.
People who otherwise would not travel across town to attend an event could easily find
their way on Zoom. In some ways, this helped to produce equity in event attendance, as
single mothers, working class people, those who needed language interpretation, or other
considerations could more easily and accessibly attend public and community
engagement events that concerned them. For example, DRCC had been fighting for
decades for the EPA to provide food and childcare for Duwamish Valley residents so
they could attend public meetings. Zoom helped to normalize these accessibility
concerns. Even still, this new accessibility also opened-up the possibility for other kinds
of people and parties to attend, those who can contest or challenge the dominant
narratives of scale and community.
In one University of Washington sponsored environmental justice event, in which
DRCC was the invited guest organization, the scalar politics of producing place as
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community became clear. DRCC was presenting about its work on how the Duwamish
Valley has become a central site for environmental justice work in Seattle. By the end of
the presentation during the Q&A, a sharp set of questions arose from a woman in
attendance, asking how DRCC was serving the residents of the neighborhood of
Georgetown. Georgetown and South Park are the two predominant neighborhoods
represented in the Duwamish Valley (see Figure 7). The woman went on, proceeding to
describe DRCC’s activities as biased towards South Park and, therefore, DRCC was
discriminating against the residents of Georgetown19. After the event, I spoke with some
of DRCC staff about the woman’s comments, who had clearly disrupted the event. I
learned that she was a vocal and familiar member of the Duwamish River Accountability
Group (DRAG)20 which has formed in response to DRCC. As they state on their website,
DRAG:
was formed for the purpose of holding those entrusted with the care of the
Duwamish River and surrounding region accountable for a healthy environment
for all those living and working near the Duwamish River. We are NOT a nonprofit. We are community members + volunteers in solidarity with each other and
the Duwamish River.
Through their own description, DRAG makes sure to highlight that they are not a nonprofit organization but still an advocacy group of concerned citizens who push for
environmental justice for the Duwamish River. My follow-up conversations with DRCC
staff revealed that DRAG members maintain an antagonistic relationship with DRCC,
often showing-up at different events sponsored by the organization or government

19

It is important to note that the demographics of Georgetown have shifted considerably over the last 10
years, and it is now a predominantly white neighborhood, with microbreweries, artisan craft fairs, and
renovated working + living studio lofts that are rented out to artists through a City of Seattle grant
initiative.
20
https://www.98108community.com/our-vision
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agencies responsible for the remediation of the Duwamish River to challenge DRCC’s
work. In fact, one of the members of DRAG is a former DRCC employee who believes,
as she told me, that DRCC “is too close to those in power and is just one of those other
non-profit industrial complex groups.” From their position, DRAG attempts to intervene
into the politics of place of the Duwamish Valley to reconfigure the community ties and
how the community is known, particularly by outsiders. These kinds of interventions
break the cohesion of unified Duwamish Valley communities.
When I asked DRCC staff about these challenges, the executive director told me
in an interview that, “Yes, their challenges often make me angry and feel like white
supremacy is alive today in our work. But I also know that they [DRAG] form a part of
the communities we serve, and so we keep on inviting them and sharing information.”
Disagreements and contestations over political claims occur frequently within social
movement politics, which ultimately brings into focus the goals and aims of the
movements themselves (Edelman 2001; Powell 2017; Yates 2015). Yet, as DRCC’s
executive director makes clear, these contestations and unruly definitions of Duwamish
Valley communities become central to their work as an environmental justice community.
Whereas a powerful tool of modern statecraft is to simplify and homogenize local
situations to make them legible to governance (Scott 1998), DRCC resists these
simplifications and invites challenges to the cohesion of community. While this causes
discomfort and tense emotions, the strategic co-existence of DRAG and DRCC promotes
a diversification of the idea of community, which in turn, becomes an important way that
DRCC is recognized as an environmental justice community.
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Alongside moments of internal contestation, DRCC also frames place as
community by resisting external bureaucratic fragmentation. This was made clear during
ongoing Superfund remediation plans on the Duwamish River. Due to the Superfund
process, the Duwamish River is broken-up into multiple Superfund sites, each with their
own managers, staff, and administrators. For decades, DRCC has held a Technical
Assistance Grant (TAG) for the Lower Duwamish Waterway Superfund sites. Currently,
DRCC is seeking a TAG for the East Waterway, which is a separate set of Superfund
sites. But, as DRCC makes clear in all of their advocacy work, the Duwamish River is
one river. The Duwamish River is ecologically connected as a tidal river yet is
bureaucratically disconnected through EPA management regimes (Figure 8). This
bureaucratic fragmentation of the river also crept-in to views of community identity and
the scalar politics of the Duwamish Valley. Currently, the EPA is pursuing a cleanup
standard for the East Waterway that leaves more dangerous levels of pollution in the
sediment of the river than the Lower Duwamish Waterway. DRCC and many other
concerned parties raised this issue and launched a campaign against the EPA, which
gained attention from national EPA administrators. Due to the Biden administration’s
explicit commitments to environmental justice, DRCC was strategically able to use the
strong language offered by environmental justice discourse to elevate the issues, calling
EPA’s proposed plans “a primary example of environmental racism at work in the
Duwamish Valley.21” This high-profile campaign resulted in a meeting with national
EPA administrators and specifically staff from the Office of Environmental Justice.

21

https://www.drcc.org/superfund/state-of-the-river
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I attended this meeting, and during a round of introductions where we were all
asked to also offer a question, I notified all parties that my position at the meeting was as
an anthropologist to listen and to learn for my dissertation research, and that I had no
questions. This response received a chuckle from a high-level national EPA administrator
who holds a Ph.D. and responded, “classic anthropologist.” I took the joke, and it was the
only brief moment of brevity in an otherwise charged meeting. As the meeting
proceeded, DRCC made its case that the East Waterway cleanup should be held to the
same standards as the Lower Duwamish Waterway. DRCC’s position was strong and
bolstered by a suite of Washington State government agencies. To try to understand the
larger cultural and political dynamics of the Superfund situation on the two waterways, a
senior level national administrator for environmental justice from the EPA asked, “so for
the East Waterway, is it a separate community? Or are they part of the same community?
Do these communities work together?” This administrator was assuming a potential
fragmentation of community identity through the bureaucratic fragmentation of the
restoration of the Duwamish River. In response, DRCC’s representative on the call stated
plainly, “Yes sir, these are the same communities. There is no difference. They are all a
part of the Duwamish Valley and are all impacted by the pollution from the Duwamish
River.” In this moment, DRCC collapsed geographic space to produce a unified political
geography, where community is flexible, contested, and strategic. The East Waterway
Superfund sites fall into the geographic and cultural bounds of the Duwamish Valley as
envisaged by DRCC. However, the actual areas surrounding the East Waterway is a
highly industrial part of the Port; no one lives there. Yet, members of historically
marginalized communities that live in the Duwamish Valley fish in the channel of the
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East Waterway. In this moment, DRCC staff advocated for being recognized as an expert
community voice for the East Waterway so that it could receive a TAG, legitimize its
claims against EPA, and ensure its environmental justice program in the Duwamish
Valley.

Figure 9 A graphic made by DRCC’s technical expert during a presentation to national EPA
environmental justice administrators. The graphic shows the bureaucratic fragmentation of the Duwamish
River into the Lower Duwamish Waterway and the East Waterway Superfund sites. Subsistence and
recreational fishers from AAPI, Indigenous, and Latinx communities (represented in black shadow
characters) that live in the Duwamish Valley frequent a popular fishing spot near the Spokane St. Bridge.

These moments of contestation and fragmentation are essential to the ongoing
maintenance of DRCC’s environmental justice community identity. DRCC strategically
mobilizes the scalar politics of Duwamish Valley communities as one that is both multiple
and diverse as well as unified. Framing the Duwamish Valley as integral to community
identity furthers the recognition of DRCC as advocating for and a part of communities
who are seen by government institutions as having traditional environmental justice
concerns. While DRCC invites internal critique to promote a diversity of viewpoints, it
also wards off external fragmentation by administrators and bureaucratic scientific
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management regimes. Seemingly a catch-22, this tension reflects the idea of the
community slot: two competing and oftentimes opposed ideas working in concert as a
strategic tool.
Maintenance Strategy 2: Framing Cleanup as Community
Mobilizing relationships based in knowledge production as well as the scalar
politics of the Duwamish Valley are crucial for DRCC to maintain its political identity as
an environmental justice community. Additionally, DRCC’s advocacy and recruitment of
volunteers hinges on an ethic of cleaning up the Duwamish River. For DRCC, this is
more than just the ecological and environmental remediation of the Duwamish River, as
environmental justice is about more than just the politics of nature, especially Western
and white normative ideas of the environment (Di Chiro 1995). Through their ongoing
advocacy and programmatic work, DRCC continuously frames an ethic of cleanup as
central to community identity. Indeed, the organization’s original name, Duwamish River
Cleanup Coalition, reflects this steadfast ethic. As I discuss in more detail, the ethic of
cleanup is doing both discursive ideological as well as material work in furthering
DRCC’s political identity.
One Spring day in 2021, DRCC organized a vaccine drive at the local community
center in South Park. At the time, there was still a wide disparity between Latinx and
other communities of color in Seattle in their vaccination status. This was not just about
accessibility; it was also about cultural divisions and mistrust in government. As a leader
and recognized voice in the community, DRCC staff were there to provide a welcome
space and familiar faces. I took my bike down from my home in Beacon Hill, enjoying
the final days of the cherry blossoms and the warming air that signaled rounding the
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corner to summer. I had agreed to help table at the event, and because of my fluency in
Spanish, I was recruited to pass out tamales that DRCC was giving to local residents who
came to get vaccinated. For every person in a family who received a shot, they received
two tamales in return; it was a hit. At the event, a local Mariachi band had setup a tent
and were playing folk songs not just from Mexico, but all over Central and South
America. I was there with Paulina, DRCC’s executive director, and although we had been
working together for many months at this point, it was the first time I felt comfortable
asking her for an interview. Paulina was originally from Ecuador and would
intermittently walk-up to the band and request songs from her home country. I can still
hear the change in tune in the background of our interview recording.
As we spoke, Paulina recounted to me the story of how she got involved in
environmental justice work in the Duwamish Valley. She had moved to South Park in the
early 2000s from Quito, where she was working on Indigenous and human rights issues.
She immediately fell in love with the Duwamish Valley because, while the river was not
as clean and beautiful as her hometown rivers, “there was a river and that was important,
it reminded me of home, getting to live by the riverside.” Yet, South Park and
Georgetown were very different neighborhoods in the early 2000s. Paulina recounted the
story that shook her into community action and that continues to motivate the work she
does:
I was walking down the street one day and all of the sudden across the street on
the other corner, I heard a “bang bang bang!” [she imitates a gun with her fingers]
and I saw someone fall down. People were running. I ran across the street to help
the boy. He was shot a number of times. You know gang violence was really bad
when I first moved here. But he spoke Spanish and so I stayed because the EMTs
who came only spoke English and I wanted to be there to help his mom. And I left
really in shock and all I could think about was “something has to change in this
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community.” Then I found DRCC and realized there were many ways to cleanup
a place. You see, its all about the community.
Our conversation went on, but even in my field notes I left a note to myself: remember
this story. I was struck by how Paulina connected the political violence from guns to the
industrial violence from the pollution of the Duwamish River. The story is more
complicated than “river restoration provides holistic socioecological restoration.” South
Seattle has increasingly been caught-up in waves of gentrification, and in no small part
due to the efforts of DRCC to improve the environmental quality of the neighborhoods.
In some ways, gentrification has been an unintended parallel affect of the remediation of
the river. Yet, still, Paulina’s narrative of her discovery of DRCC and her motivations to
continue work in the Duwamish Valley speak to a framing of an ethic of cleanup that
places community at the center.
Over the course of the pandemic, DRCC started to organize monthly
neighborhood trash walks. During these events, volunteers from all over Seattle would
meet DRCC staff in either Georgetown our South Park, be given some gloves, a large
trash bag, and were instructed to walk a designated route to pick up trash that might
otherwise find itself into the Duwamish River. These events were pretty standard fare for
a nonprofit organization. Volunteers from disparate parts of the city were able to meet
each other and form social ties. Some volunteers had never been down to the Duwamish
Valley before. Duwamish Valley youth showed up in force, likely for service credit or
other volunteer credit programs. At the end of the trash pickup, volunteers were awarded
a burrito from a local vendor, as well as $5-10 “Duwamish Dollars.” These Duwamish
Dollars were part of a program that DRCC started during the pandemic. In essence, they
served as a coupon of equal dollar value to a list of participating businesses, mostly
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restaurants. When customers with Duwamish Dollars would redeem them at the
participating business, the vendor would take note and then send a bill to DRCC, who
would reimburse the business in full. For DRCC, this became an essential part of their
environmental justice program during the pandemic. Recognizing COVID-19’s
intersections with disparities already exacerbated by environmental injustice (see
Benmarhinia 2020; Cole et al. 2020; Watson et al. 2020; Zhang et al. 2021), DRCC
launched the Duwamish Dollars program to create social connections as well as
economic support for communities hit hardest by the early waves of lockdown and
pandemic frenzy. DRCC repurposed funding it received for their environmental justice
work and directly redistributed that money into businesses, individuals, and families
living in the Duwamish Valley. While the environmental impact from volunteers picking
up trash remains unseen, it is in some ways an unimportant metric. Instead, DRCC
frames the work of cleanup as a social and economic tool to bring new people into the
work as well as support existing social relationships.
The framings of cleanup as community extend beyond DRCC and into their
professional networks. Ultimately, the practices of cleanup reflect and ethics of care: both
care for the environment and the people who have been harmed by environmental
violence. For example, in an interview with a former EPA Superfund program manager, I
learned how the framing of cleanup as community becomes an ethic that translates to
those who are otherwise external to the Duwamish Valley. This administrator in question
does not and has never lived in the Duwamish Valley. When I asked the former EPA
administrator the most rewarding aspect of his work for environmental justice and
remediation of the Duwamish River, he responded, “To me, it’s all the relationships I
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have built in the community, and that I can really see tangible community impact. It’s the
human faces and people and stories that make me feel like I was doing something right.
Otherwise its just technical documents and plans that aren’t realized for decades”
(emphasis added). The ideological work of cleanup as community forms social and
cultural bonds. This former administrator, after spending more than two decades working
in the Duwamish Valley, has adopted the discursive framing used by DRCC to show the
centrality of community within environmental justice work. Indeed, another Washington
State agency scientist who works for Washington’s version of the EPA stated in an
interview, “We’re cleaning up the river for fish and community. Really what got the river
cleanup going was community in the first place, and then we continue to understand how
legacy pollution impacts the ecology. But really the cleanup most benefits the
communities living there.” In many of my interviews with government agency scientists,
I was struck by how consistently those scientists noted the centrality of community in the
cleanup process. When I asked DRCC’s founding director about this, she told me it was
not always the case, saying, “We’ve come a long way and done a lot of education. It was
hard. We’ve made sure that those in power know that the cleanup is all about community,
and that’s taken time, like twenty years.” The discursive and ideological work of framing
the ethic of cleanup as community extends outwards from DRCC staff and volunteers and
into government institutions who engage in scientific processes to improve environmental
quality. For DRCC, the framing of cleanup as community promotes a multifaceted ethic
of what cleanup is: about labor, reciprocity, based in social relationships, as well as about
recognizing the distribution of capital within different spheres of civil society.
Maintenance Strategy 3: Building Community with Experts
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During my time living in Seattle, I became accustomed to taking a walk every
morning on a loop that lines the ridge of the Beacon Hill neighborhood where I live,
which overlooks the Duwamish Valley. These morning walking rituals largely helped me
survive the lockdown and erratic eras of the pandemic. Each morning, I looked out west
towards the Olympic Mountains to see the industry from the Port of Seattle – one of the
largest economic hubs in the country – which sits squarely within the Duwamish Valley.
Cranes dot the sky and shipping containers creep-up like the starts of high-rise apartment
buildings. From here, I looked down on the Duwamish Valley, the homes of my
collaborators and interlocutors, and had a unique view of the pollution. I started to
become uncomfortable with this strange and doubly laden observational position. As an
ethnographer, I was already intimately aware about the politics of the “Ivory Tower”
(academia) and how that shapes uneven relationships between researcher and those being
researched, occupying a privileged position from above and outside. Now, as a resident
of Seattle, I was living in a different kind of tower-on-a-hill in a gentrifying
neighborhood looking down over the people with whom I had been collaborating and
working alongside.
Yet, research shows the central importance of collaboration between scholars and
communities for promoting the values and practices of environmental justice (Cole and
Foster 2000; Gutierrez et al. 2021). Not only are strategic alliances with scientists
essential to the identification of environmental harms to help bolster the claims of
environmental justice activists (Bullard 1990; Wing 2005), other research relationships
with academics from fields like sociology, anthropology, and legal studies have
contributed to cultural and political legibility and recognition. The role of research and
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the researcher themself are essential for the making of environmental justice community
identities. From another perspective, in her institutional ethnography From the Inside,
Out (2019), sociologist Jill Harrison flips the script in environmental justice research to
understand the complicated ways that environmental justice becomes taken-up by the
state apparatus, especially organizations who often have a very explicit science-based
framework. Harrison’s research is a complement to the bulk of environmental justice
research which often takes the point of view from the community to understand their
methods and tactics for becoming recognized as communities with environmental justice
concerns (see Checker 2005, 2007). However, as environmental justice becomes
institutionalized and environmental justice community identity needs to be maintained to
gain recognition from institutional powers, the role of research becomes a central if not
complicated strategy. Whereas before, the researcher was seen as an external ally, the
maintenance strategy as practiced by DRCC frames the researcher as an internal
community force. For DRCC, framing the researcher and research products as part of the
community becomes an important strategy to maintain their role as an environmental
justice community identity, and has both discursive as well as material impacts. As I
show in this section, I analyze whats at stake when the researcher becomes part of the
community, or when community activists fold experts into the organization’s political
identity.
I began working with DRCC through my research relationships at the United
States Forest Service’s Pacific Northwest Research Station. At the time, I was exploring a
social network analysis of environmental justice organizations in the Duwamish Valley to
investigate the relationships between environmental justice and ecological restoration.

124

During an interview with a retiring senior social scientist who worked in the region, I
learned that the last ten years have seen a coordinated, organized initiative to turn the
Duwamish Valley into what he called “the [Green-Duwamish] watershed as a livinglearning laboratory of practice.” In fact, this researcher was essential in the listing of the
Duwamish River in the Urban Waters Federal Partnership22, which is a program led by
the EPA that “reconnects urban communities, particularly those that are overburdened or
economically distressed, with their waterways by improving coordination among federal
agencies.” Through the listing in this program, the Duwamish River is assigned a
Watershed Ambassador who helps to organize different research efforts in the watershed.
However, due to DRCC’s high profile and long-standing work in the watershed, most of
the efforts of the Urban Waters Federal Partnership is consolidated within the Duwamish
Valley.
The Duwamish Valley Moss Project 23, launched in collaboration with Forest
Service researchers and DRCC, is an excellent example of how the researcher as
community becomes central to the lived experiences of environmental justice community
identities. Forest Service researchers discovered a technique to use moss as a bioindicator
of air quality, which could also be used as a proxy for environmental health. The
collection method is simple: researchers go around to sites designated through a
carefully-planned research design to collect the moss off tress and then send the samples
to a lab for analysis. This collection methodology lent itself to the engagement of what
scholars and others are calling “community science” 24 to incorporate non-technical or
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https://www.epa.gov/urbanwaterspartners
https://www.drcc.org/moss-study
24
“Community science” is an extension and critique of “citizen science.” Broadly, “citizen science” is the
incorporation of the public through individual citizens into the scientific research process, in attempts to
23
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research experts into the scientific process to lead the research and make the research
work for them. DRCC partnered with the moss project researchers to engage Duwamish
Valley youth in the project, as a tool of educational empowerment (Derrien et al. 2020).
When asked about the incorporation of youth into the project as what DRCC and their
scientific partners called “community scientists,” DRC’s youth coordinator told me, “It’s
really important that these researchers, and the youth themselves, see the youth as
scientists and researchers. Their [the youth’s] knowledge and ability is central to the
project’s success, and they should be recognized for it.” Yet, the moss project is more
than just about the scientific process. The results, written-up and published into peerreviewed journals by federal scientists, gain traction with other agencies and decisionmakers in the region. These studies allow DRCC to collaborate with government
agencies as fiscal sponsors, opening-up the continued ability for DRCC to receive grant
funding and bill agencies that work on clean air, for example, for staff time and expertise.
Alongside the moss project, my own collaboration with DRCC illustrates key
ways the organization maintains their identity as an environmental justice community.
Once I established a working relationship with DRCC, we began to discuss the potential
contours of my research and how my research would benefit the organization and not just
my career. This was an essential ask from DRCC if I were to continue conducting
research with them: the research needed to be “reciprocal, relevant, and relational.”
Originally, I had asked BJ Cummings, the founding director of DRCC to do an interview,

democractize science (Eitzel et al. 2017). However, not all who participate in this form of research are
“citizens” (Cordner et al. 2019) and oftentimes “citizen science” can actually reproduce the harms of
traditional scientific research within historically marginalized communities (Hoover 2017). “Community
science” has risen to become a more inclusive term (Charles et al. 2020) that simultaneously centers the
role and perspective of community in shaping all aspects of the scientific research process, and not just
during data collection.
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and she immediately bristled, asking me who else I was talking to, and if I was talking to
Duwamish Valley community members, did I “have a plan for compensating them for
their time, because too often they share their stories and researchers do not see the value
in those stories, even though it informs part of their [the researcher’s] work.” Due to my
academic and activist training in environmental justice, I knew to expect some of the
reasons why, but this was also explained to me by a DRCC staff member. She said,
“There are so many people, students, university researchers, people from the government,
who want to do research with us, but we never see the results, they never translate them
for us, and we do not know how to find or use the research.” Due to these ongoing
exclusionary practices by researchers, DRCC and I formed a Community-Aligned
Research Agreement (CARA)25 that outlined: the guiding principles of our work,
mechanisms for conducting research including compensation of research participants,
ensuring interviews would be conducted in-language (which also meant paying
interpreters from the Duwamish Valley), and how research findings would be used and
who had access to the research data. All of this was also approved by Dartmouth
College’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Alongside my dissertation research, we agreed to conduct an oral history project
on community perspectives on environmental change in the Duwamish Valley over the
past 20 years, or since DRCC’s inception. DRCC’s intention was that this oral history
project would be a product of my dissertation research. The organization felt this would
be a useful research tool to build an archive of community experiences that could be used
in policy briefs, grant writing, and would also serve as reference materials for future

25

In Spanish, cara means face, and so this was a clever pun as this agreement became the face of our
research.
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researchers. There were other parameters set to this as well: I would lead trainings in oral
history collection techniques with interested Duwamish Valley residents; we would
develop and designate a Community Research Team that would oversee the oral history
collection, write the oral history questions, and start to identify relevant and important
parties as a starting place to then use a snowball sampling technique; and we would have
periodical check-ins about the direction of the project and how to best display or
publicize the information gathered. As a research project, the “collaborative oral history
project” as we began to call it, would be a way to demonstrate a reciprocal relationship,
using my knowledge, skills, and abilities as an anthropologist to directly benefit DRCC’s
mission and to reframe research as a purely extractive enterprise for knowledge
production. DRCC would then be able to use this project in different communications
materials with external partners, advertise me and my bio as an affiliated fellow with the
organization,
There are two other moments that crystallize how the researcher and research
relationships are central to the maintenance of an environmental justice community
identity. As part of my work with DRCC, I had agreed to help DRCC with grant writing.
Recently, environmental justice grants have exploded and having the resources to prepare
and write grants is a complicated process for nonprofits who are already stretched-thin
and oftentimes refuse to engage in bureaucratic footwork. Through a colleague at the
University of Washington, I became aware a multi-million dollar and multi-year health
equity and environmental justice grant that sought productive and engaged collaborations
between a community-based organization and the worlds of research. I thought this
would be an exciting avenue to pursue and brought the grant opportunity to DRCC. After
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my presentation, the executive director thanked me for my time, and then said, hesitantly,
“Well, we are not a research organization, but we really could use this funding.”
Although DRCC partners in and engages with researchers, the current staff composition
and expertise does not lend DRCC to being able to manage a large grant from a federal
funding agency: both from a labor perspective, and also from the ability to be seen as a
valid researcher or Principal Investigator. However, when DRCC recruits and
incorporates researchers into their community identity (like myself, the Forest Service
researchers, the youth “community scientists”) they are able to continue to maintain their
slot as an environmental justice community. The incorporation of the researcher within
the social ties and relationships of the community – as practiced by DRCC – contributes
to a shared sense of distinction, where DRCC is able to claim the knowledge capital of
researchers and draw on their expertise within their discourse as community knowledge,
and not just scientific research.
The second and last moment occurred towards the end of my dissertation, when I
was offered a job by a state government agency who works closely with DRCC. While
the team was excited, ultimately, I sensed an air of bitter-sweet success. For weeks after,
the executive director would tease me about me “abandoning” DRCC and the Duwamish
Valley, and how I had “learned everything about environmental justice from them.” This
became a sort of lilting teasing sign-off at the ends of meetings or in email exchanges.
When I brought it up, to understand if there were unspoken assumptions about what my
future might have looked like, the executive director paused and said to me, “Listen: once
you are DRCC, you are always DRCC.” I simultaneously understood and was left with
questions. On the cusp of meaning, I wrote another DRCC affiliated colleague who was
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the founding director that continued to work with DRCC in a different capacity at the
University of Washington’s Superfund Research Program. She responded, saying,
“Strategically placing folks steeped in DRCC knowledge and culture in great positions
where they can amplify DRCC's voice is one of the things DRCC does best.” Not only
was she referencing the similarities between us, but she was also referencing a number of
former DRCC staff who have gone on to work for local government agencies or
foundations that operate in the greater Puget Sound region. Together, the executive
director and founding director’s statements strike to the heart of the framing of
researchers as community. Through their work for environmental justice in the
Duwamish Valley, DRCC builds a legacy and extending network of people that become
familiar with their worldview, frameworks, and political commitments. In some ways,
DRCC is building its own “brand” of environmental justice that can be mobilized in
different settings to help maintain their work and ability to continue on as an
environmental justice community.
The Case of the Squeaky Wheel
These three strategic framings and operationalizations of community – implicating the
politics of knowledge, scale, and ideology – are essential to DRCC’s continuing
recognition as an environmental justice community. The maintenance of an
environmental justice community identity, however, is not without complications. As I
have shown, there are various moments of contestation and tension that parallel the
ongoing production of being an environmental justice community. These contentions can
come from within the community, what many might consider “insiders” like fellow
residents of the neighborhood, local political organizations, businessowners, as well as
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from outside the community, like from government administrators. In this section, I
sketch a brief counterpoint that complicates the maintenance of environmental justice
community identities as they are recognized by government administrators, or what many
in environmental justice spaces might consider “outsiders.”
Through their campaign work on the Duwamish River and advocacy for
transparency in the Superfund process, DRCC has maintained long-term collaborations
with administrators and staff at the EPA Region 10 offices which serve the Pacific
Northwest region. These administrators and staff come from a variety of backgrounds:
some are engineers, some are community outreach specialists, and some are biophysical
scientists. In conversations and interviews, many of these administrators and staff
articulate sympathy for DRCC and their mission. Yet, as Harrison (2019) points out,
many EPA staff consider themselves to be doing “ecology not sociology,” which
solidifies sets of political propositions about the nature of the work in which EPA
administrators engage. Regardless of their disciplinary background, EPA administrators
take the position that they are on the side of objective science, an apolitical project that is
about using the best information available to improve human and environmental health
based on narrow definitions of what constitutes the environment as well as health
(Harrison 2019; Ottinger 2013). Perhaps because of this, EPA staff scientists and
engineers struggle to find resonance with their work in environmental justice and often
feel attacked or at odds with environmental justice community demands. As scholars
have noted (Harrison 2019; Pulido et al. 2016; Pulido and de Lara 2018), there is a
difficult and dialectical relationships between environmental justice organizers
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challenging the inherent racism and structural violence of the state, even as government
agencies attempt to promote different, if not better, socioecological futures.
A conversation with an EPA engineer who works on environmental remediation
of the Superfund sites on the Duwamish River elucidated the conflicts between
government recognition of environmental justice communities and the communities
themselves. As Harrison (2019) demonstrates in her intuitional ethnography, oftentimes
government administrators and staff who work on issues adjacent to environmental
justice feel disempowered to tackle the issues due to limited resources, times, and
authority from their agency. In an interview, an engineer that works at EPA Region 10
and has been familiar with DRCC’s work for many years told me, “Well, in our work,
oftentimes we only know about environmental justice from the communities that yell the
loudest. Surely there are other kinds of work out there and communities, but we only
know the ones that know how to get our attention.” This proves a vexing problem for
government administrators who are mandated to serve multiple publics 26 and practice
equity in their work. A similar attitude was reflected in a conversation with a Washington
state government environmental justice professional. During an interview, I was
describing DRCC as something like “the darling of the EJ movement in Seattle,” and the
person quickly responded, “Some people may say darling, others may say something
else.” She then moved on without a beat. It was clear from her tone that the “something
else” was not as favorable as the word I had suggested. While DRCC has been successful
in making use of the state’s use of the concept of “environmental justice communities,”

See Borofsky 2000, Lassiter 2005, and Holland et al. 2010 for discussions on the idea of “multiple
publics” and the complicated relationships between the idea of “the public” and how anthropology engages
in and with these spheres of influence and analysis.
26
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this has also resulted in a sense of skepticism as well as frustration on the part of
government administrators who operate beneath an environmental justice mandate.
Together, these two government representative’s comments highlight a challenge
and difficulty in institutionalized environmental justice work, and one that also poses
challenges for environmental justice communities. For example, they raise the question:
Who gets left out when defining environmental justice communities? What kinds of
knowledge, resources, and forms of politics are necessary for an organization or group of
people to become recognized as such? Essentially, these are questions of power made
complicated by how government agencies have appropriated a social movement concept
in its use to manage and govern a wide constituency and maintain its legitimacy under the
guise of progressive democratic politics.
Speaking like a State
The appropriation of environmental justice within the state apparatus is what I and other
scholars call the “institutionalization of environmental justice.” Once environmental
justice was taken up by government agencies as a form of natural resource management
and political inclusion, social movement activists needed to make themselves legible in
these institutional politics through forming a cohesive political community. In this
chapter, I analyze how DRCC has performed the politics of community to maintain their
viability as a political actor. Through my analyses of the three key maintenance strategies
of the political identity of an environmental justice community, I have been drawing
attention to the concept of the “community slot,” or a space that emerges at the
intersections of state bureaucratic definition and social movement experimentation. In
particular, I have shown how the community slot has become central to the maintenance
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of the political identity of being an environmental justice community. This kind of
maintenance work is a way that community groups, individuals, and social movement
activists ultimately embody the community slot to access resources and intervene in the
governance and mobilization of capital within state development projects for
environmental improvement. These rhetorical technologies of development necessitate
identifying the target population. An ideal of community becomes a category that a group
must inhabit or look like in order to access capital.
Yet, the concept of the community slot travels to other social and political
contexts. For example, the “unhoused community slot,” even in the same geographical
context in the city of Seattle, would have very different kinds of political configurations
and claims to state power than an “environmental justice community slot.” In the case of
DRCC, their work in mobilizing the idea of community centers around the marker of an
“overburdened community.” As I show, DRCC’s maintenance strategies rely on the
framings of communities with environmental justice concerns as being overburdened
along multiple trajectories. Through promoting an ethic of care as a nexus of community,
producing place as community, and forming strategic alliances with experts and
researchers, DRCC draws attention to particular historical trajectories of harm that shape
their political identities as being overburdened by the legacies of extractive and industrial
capitalism and the ongoing practices of these systems that continue to produce toxic
environments and neglect certain demographics of people within larger governmental
projects repair and care.
My analyses have shown that these kind of maintenance strategies are ultimately
strategic framings, or akin to what Gayatri Spivak (2003) called “strategic essentialism.”
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DRCC staff recognize how the state frames the centrality of community within
environmental justice initiatives, and so they actively and strategically interpret and
mobilize government categories and discourse for political gains. This phenomenon has
been documented by scholars elsewhere, such as Indigenous conservation movements
(Witter and Satterfield 2018), the politics of Indigeneity more broadly as they intersect
with the politics of recognition by settler states (Coulthard 2014; Simpson 2014), or by
Black communities in the United States who use cultural references of Blackness to their
political advantage (Hall 1993). Unlike Benedict Anderson’s (1983) concept of
“imagined communities,” the community slot for environmental justice communities
becomes a site of intervening in politics, rather than the pure social construction of
political identity by exterior forces.
Yet, DRCC’s relationship to community is not simply political strategy and
maneuvering; there is an earnestness, too. For example, one afternoon, some DRCC staff
attended the signing of an important environmental justice law in Washington State on
the invitation of the Governor. On the same afternoon, I was at the South Park
community center with Carmen, DRCC’s youth coordinator, after we had finished up a
workshop mentoring youth. We were rearranging the community center tables and
putting supplies back into their boxes. I asked her why she did not go to attend the
signing, and she responded plainly, “I don’t need to be there, I need to move boxes.” In
that moment, Carmen’s dedication to the youth and to the community came through.
Rather than take the limelight with the politicians, Carmen was articulating a closeness to
people and her community. Moving the boxes, rearranging the community center, and
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making sure things were in order was as important to her (if not more so) as the new
environmental justice law signing.
Ultimately, the “community slot” demonstrates new forms and methods of state
power, especially as regards to how this state power shapes certain kinds of political
identities. While Scott (1998) discussed the processes of making things simplified and
therefore legible to state governments through cartography, the institutionalization of
environmental justice does the same thing, but through the categorizations. In many
ways, the institutionalization of environmental justice is a way that the state apparatus
speaks or develops discursive forms of management and control. The discourse of
environmental justice through the state apparatus produces particular bureaucratic
categories that makes legible certain kinds of places and peoples as sites of concern.
There is a degree of fetishization of the concept of community, in the Marxist sense,
through the state apparatus that hides the social relations rooted in labor, which seems to
turn communities into “things” or objects. Yet, as I have shown, the “community slot”
shows how the maintenance of such a political identity is an ongoing process, akin to
what Kivland (2020:504) calls an aspiration to “actively… re-create the state.”
Environmental justice communities have not abandoned the political promise and
saliency of the environmental justice framework. Rather, they continue to intervene in
and occupy strategic spaces to ensure that they promote new forms of environmental
justice work that expand the now-normative ideas appropriated into government policies
and procedures.
The “community slot” demonstrates how environmental justice communities are
regimes of knowledge that are related to dominant hegemonic interests and
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configurations of power. These knowledge regimes require a certain kind of disciplinary
power (Foucault 1977) to maintain and uphold. DRCC staff exhibit a kind of discipline in
maintaining their political identity as an environmental justice community, one that is
both shaped by the external categorization by government agencies as well as an internal
sense of how to make environmental justice relevant and work for disenfranchised
communities. Foucault (1976) discussed the idea of “biopower” as the ability for the state
to “let live” and “make die,” through the governance of an emergent scale of people: the
concept of “population.” The governance related to biopower used demographics as the
tools and technologies of governance. Yet, the institutionalization of environmental
justice uses a different scale: the concept of “community.” Through a focus on the
“community slot,” I show a different form of biopower, or what Arun Agrawal
(2005:179) calls intimate government, where “community becomes the locus and source
of new regulatory strategies and [is] partly about the way [communities] try to shape their
own conduct.” For environmental justice, government relies on demographic data and
statistics as a way to make legible who counts as an environmental justice community.
Concepts like race, gender, nationality, and socioeconomic class become important
markers for how the state apparatus sees and identifies environmental justice
communities. To govern this new unit of civil society, government agencies and policies
hones-in on the concept of community. However, as my analyses have shown, the
“community slot” highlights a dialectical dynamism between the state’s ability to define
what counts as an environmental justice community and how that community group itself
continuously makes and re-makes their political identity.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, I have shown how DRCC as an organization maintains its identity as an
environmental justice community, which enables certain access to knowledge, capital,
and power. Through occupying what I call the “community slot,” DRCC strategically
mobilizes the idea of community to promote a continued recognition by government
regulators and administrators, granting agencies, and external partners. The “community
slot” for environmental justice communities is one that centers around the idea of an
“overburdened community.” The signifier of an overburdened community becomes a
doubly laden position where the political identity hinges on both the casting of the group
as vulnerable and suffering while also being the empowered experts to best represent the
issues and problems at hand. Ultimately, the institutionalization of environmental justice
is an extension of the state apparatus into new forms of governance through the
producing the object and scale of community as the locus of power and regulation. The
ways in which communities get defined and who becomes included within this definition
is a reflection of political rights and representational politics as community becomes the
central scale and focus of governance.
The politics of community identity-making projects are contests over power.
Through government policies and procedures, an environmental justice community
becomes a fixed category with certain parameters and metrics for assessing who becomes
included and how they can become included. For the state apparatus, especially as
enacted by the EPA in the Superfund cleanup of the Duwamish River, community is less
about social relationships and more about how to lump people into discrete categories
related to their experience with environmental harm and degradation. Through DRCC’s
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work in imagining and maintaining an environmental justice community, the category is
fluid and flexible, can be mobilized strategically to align with government definitions
while, in another instance, framed as in opposition to how the state conceives of
community. For DRCC, community is a process in building trust across social and
cultural difference to gain political power for people who are otherwise disconnected
from accessing formal political institutions. What unites both of these imaginations,
however, is a relationship to structural environmental violence.
In sum, industrial capitalism and uneven economic development have produced
toxic landscapes that are regional, environmental, hydrological, and social, making up the
Duwamish Valley as a site of intense pollution. Due to particular histories of economic
development in Seattle, these polluters have become disproportionately concentrated in
the Duwamish Valley. To redress these harms, government agencies are forced by
community activists to recognize the histories of industrial pollution as environmental
injustice. As I have shown, this mode of recognition is to demonstrate that the harm has
been done to a certain kind of community, particularly an environmental justice
community, and relies on certain techniques and categories like GIS mapping,
demographics and census data, neighborhood conglomerations, etc. to show how the
harm has happened and how the state might go about engaging in modes of repair and
restoration. In short, the category of community becomes essential for the state’s practices
of recognition as well as enacting modes of repair and socio-ecological improvement.
Therefore, certain groups of people who want to benefit from these improvement
schemes need to maintain a political identity as an environmental justice community. In
the case of DRCC, these politics are ultimately strategic and political and simultaneously
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pushing government administrators and the policies they enact to think differently about
environmental justice communities. DRCC has been an innovator for environmental
justice within the larger political landscape of the greater Seattle metropolitan area,
ultimately pushing the EPA to host the first ever public comment period completely in
Spanish. Through strategically intervening in the “community slot,” DRCC is able to
simultaneously access the state’s resources and capital while also pushing for new
political horizons.
Washington State recently passed the Health Environment for All (HEAL) Act
(Senate Bill 5141). In this law, Washington State codified and defined environmental
justice, including definitions for “overburdened communities,” as well as created a
mandate for seven state agencies to implement this law into their rule-making procedures
and form an interagency environmental justice council. This environmental justice law is
the first of its kind in the nation – no other State government has passed and implemented
such a law. While the institutionalization of environmental justice has taken shape over
the course of the past three decades since Clinton’s executive order in 1994, the recent
renaissance of environmental justice in the wake of George Floyd’s murder subsequent
uprisings in summer 2020 has prompted a new wave of bringing environmental justice
into formal law and political discourse across civil society. As environmental justice
becomes more mainstream, it remains to be seen how community groups will continue to
improvise, experiment with, and intervene in the structures that mobilize this framework
in the name of the public good.
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Conclusion
Environmental Justice Beyond Acceptable Risk
This dissertation traces the emergent political and cultural identities of
communities who live in the wake of environmental disaster along the banks of two
ecologically significant rivers systems in the Puget Sound estuary. In particular, my
analyses show that the entanglement of place-based histories, uneven economic
development from extractive enterprises, and the political economy of ecological
improvement projects shape how communities identify and respond to environmental
harm. These larger structural forces shape community identity along axes of race and
socioeconomic class, which, in turn, influence the processes by which a community
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might make sense environmental harm and seek to either ameliorate those impacts or find
ways to persist in spite of them.
In addition to the legacies of extractive capitalism, the histories and ongoing
practices of settler-colonialism in the Puget Sound shape contemporary experiences of
harm and environmental injustice. As Patrick Wolfe (2006) demonstrates, settlercolonialism is always about land, and a sense that land is empty, therefore paving the way
for the entrance and expansions of extractive enterprises under the capitalist economic
system. Settler-colonialism is enacted on lands that are made ready for appropriation,
leaving in its wake landscapes that are harmful and populated by people outside the care
of government institutions. Through practices of what scholars have identified as
environmental racism, these now settler-occupied landscapes become dumping groups for
the refuse and waste of an expanding industrial society, whose waste is
disproportionately distributed within marginalized communities, regardless of historical
position within histories of colonialism in the United States. Urban communities of color
and Indigenous communities alike shoulder the burdens of environmental injustice, even
though these injustices are differentially experienced and mediated by local cultural and
political contexts. Through my analyses, my project shows how different contemporary
forms of state care – the quasi-governmental restoration initiatives in Hamilton and the
neoliberal environmental justice governance in the Duwamish Valley – operate within
these landscapes marked by settler-colonialism and extractive capitalism. This
comparative project demonstrates how different histories of marginalization along axes of
race and socioeconomic class produce very different environmental outcomes related to
acceptable risk.
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In Chapter 1, my co-authors and I draw attention to how ethnographers have
analyzed environmental justice in different sociopolitical settings. We offer a genealogy,
of sorts, that indexes environmental justice to U.S.-based political movements in the
1960s and 70s that were concerned with civil rights and promoting a more just and fair
democratic society. Through our analyses and review, we show that ethnographers of
environmental justice are ultimately drawing our scholarly focus to how communities
live and experience risk, and how these riskscapes shape the social and political
possibilities for historically marginalized and minoritized populations to identity and
respond to environmental harm. We structure our review around three major
ethnographic thematics: a focus on embodied toxicity, how (in)justice becomes
embedded in landscapes, and the politics and practices of engaged scholarship as sites of
thinking about and contributing to the work of environmental justice.
Implicit in our review, we trace three “waves” of environmental justice, that we
can think of in similar ways that feminists analyze waves of feminism: the first began
with social movements identifying the violence of the inequitable distribution of
hazardous waste and toxic pollution within communities of color, drawing attention to
the disproportionate socioeconomic and health impacts these facilities have on Black,
Latinx, and Indigenous communities in the United States. The second wave concerns
itself with the expansion of environmental justice into global contexts, while
simultaneously becoming institutionalized by state governments, like through President
Clinton’s Executive Order 12898. The third wave concerns itself with the proliferation
and qualifications of different kinds of environmental justice, like food justice, climate
justice, water justice, and even multispecies justice. We end our analysis with suggestions
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of future research directions for ethnographers engaged with environmental justice work.
Primarily, we support an expansion of analyzing environmental justice along different
trajectories that tie it back to its political historical roots, like the intersections between
environmental justice and abolition, or environmental justice and disability rights. We
offer some notes of caution as to how the explosion of environmental justice in recent
years might dilute its political potential, even as it continues to expand the horizons of
engagement and community involvement.
In Chapter 2, I draw on historical and archival analyses to understand why the
town of Hamilton, WA continues to persist in a floodplain, even given the very real
threats of future catastrophic floods. Ultimately, I demonstrate two important findings:
one, that flooding has become a cultural force in the town, and two, that certain
floodplain identities emerge out of the transformation of the town into a catchment zone
of extractive capitalism. These floodplain identities demonstrate a collective cultural
identity. Hamilton residents were originally placed on the frontier of early waves of
resource extractive in the region to generate economic value for Washington’s thenburgeoning economy. Once the extractive industries dried-up, residents had little
resources or recourse to move, which results in the town being subject to the devastation
of major, ongoing floods. For Hamilton residents, their floodplain identities represent a
certain kind of cultural identity that highlights the ties that bind and promotes a shared
sense of distinction amongst white, rural, working-class people living on the fringes of
late capitalism’s success. Through finding a sense of community in experiencing
flooding, Hamilton residents, continue to resist the relocation of the town out of the
floodplain to assist in river restoration efforts.
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Hamilton presents a vexing problem for contemporary configurations of wellmeaning environmental planners that engage in practices like river restoration, ecological
improvement, or floodplain relocation. Currently, there is no comprehensive legal
framework that allows government entities to forcibly relocate people out of harm’s way,
especially when those that are subject to harm cost the government ongoing resources for
maintenance and repair. While strategic managed retreat is emerging as a useful approach
to encourage the piecemeal relocation of communities out of the floodplain, it ultimately
requires buy-in from the people who are the subjects of planned relocation. In the case of
Hamilton, my research shows that the resistance to relocation emerges out the production
or sedimentation of a certain kind of cultural identity, and identity that is likely not easily
shaken or changed. For many who live in Hamilton, their plot of land, double-wide
trailer, and claims to a peaceful life away from the city or society becomes a lightning rod
to justify their continued occupation of a place that others might consider dangerous and
costly to live.
In Chapter 3, I analyze how Duwamish River Community Coalition (DRCC), a
community-based environmental justice organization, maintains its political identity as an
environmental justice community within the landscapes of an EPA spearheaded
Superfund cleanup, a prime example of institutionalized environmental justice. I show
how the maintenance of this political identity is part and parcel of what I call the
community slot, a strategic space of experimentation to gain legibility within the state
apparatus’s purview of resource allocation and environmental improvement. I develop
the concept of the community slot to be a useful theoretical and analytical approach to
studying how social movement activists intervene in political processes that are otherwise
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exclusionary or supported by a state apparatus that is the prime proponent of
environmental racism. The community slot shows how the concept of “community”
becomes essentialized once it becomes codified into bureaucratic management
approaches. Yet, this leaves space for political savvy organizations to strategically frame
themselves as an environmental justice community. I highlight three major tactics or
maintenance strategies that DRCC employs to continue to provide citizen oversight of a
large government-led river restoration effort of Seattle’s only river in one of the most
demographically diverse communities in the city.
Engaging in these maintenance practices, however, necessarily precludes other
political possibilities for DRCC as an organization. What is lost as DRCC continues to
defend the environmental justice community slot? What are the conditions of possibility
for communities to be other than what they are slotted to be? What new forms of political
experimentation or invention fall by the wayside as DRCC must continue to work with a
bureaucratic category that has been co-opted by the state apparatus? For example, a
former DRCC volunteer, colleague, and Duwamish Valley community member built his
own organization called the Duwamish Valley Sustainability Association. He drew on his
experience at DRCC and DRCC’s framings to promote his own organization that was
fiscally sponsored by another major Seattle area NGO, freeing him to take money from
responsible parties that are implicated in the Superfund, parties that DRCC refuses to take
money from so they can maintain a certain kind of political viability and credence. This
created a moment of tension for DRCC, where they had to work to defend their political
intellectual property – their brand – or else they would be competing for scarce resources
within a complicated landscape of environmental justice grants and philanthropy. I share

146

this story here to highlight the messiness that emerges from these politics of community
as they relate to a category of management, and ultimately, regulation.
This ethnographic comparison of distinct groups of people separated by political
and economic histories questions the assumptions of radical alterity based on
configurations of race, social and economic class, and political affiliation. Through
comparing Hamilton and the efforts of DRCC, I demonstrate how otherwise
disenfranchised communities make claims to the concept of community as a vehicle for
politically and culturally salient means of resistance and articulation of identity.
Ethnographically, I did not find the same active framings of community within the
discourse of Hamilton residents and flooding as I did in the Duwamish Valley. Yet, as I
showed in Hamilton, residents draw on a set of shared, lived experiences from living in
the wake of environmental hazards that appear similar to how activists and community
members frame the politics of community in the Duwamish Valley. For these two distinct
geographies with different place-based histories, community emerges as a superstructure
through which identity can be condensed into legible and digestible forms to articulate
political relationships. For residents of Hamilton, the superstructure of community relates
to a sense of rugged individualism and mucking through the worst of flood devastation.
For residents of the Duwamish Valley, the superstructure of community relates to
claiming an environmental justice identity so as to articulate political claims and access
to resources overseen by government policies and programs. While community members
from both Hamilton and the Duwamish Valley experience different forms of
marginalization, what unites these places is their relationship to environmental hazards.
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In Hamilton, the environmental hazard in question is consistent and frequent
catastrophic flooding; flooding that becomes embedded into the political identity of the
town and its residents. In the Duwamish Valley, the environmental hazard is the slow,
ongoing exposure to pollution due to the different industries that contributed to the river
being listed as a Superfund site. Somewhat similarly, these legacies of pollution have
come to mark how community members articulate their political identity in ways that that
flooding marks the political identity of Hamilton residents. Yet, these two communities
respond to environmental hazards with very different social and political tactics.
Research has shown that this variation can be explained by variables such as race, gender,
education levels, and how long residents have lived in a community (Goodman et al.
1992; Hunter 2005; Jacques et al. 2012; Shriver and Kennedy 2005). Indeed, some of
these variables help to explain the claiming of environmental justice identities.
As discussed in the introduction, environmental justice emerges as a political
movement challenge to structural racism embedded in how the state apparatus colludes
with the accumulation of capital. In particular, the visibility of environmental justice –
and its political history rooted in civil rights movements – becomes conjured along lines
of particular configurations of race and class. While there is discussion in the academic
literature around the inclusion of low-income communities regardless of race (e.g.
Hochschild 2015), the popular discourse of environmental justice centers around the
image and figure of the Black and Brown body-politic, or, in the case of this dissertation,
community. Through my historical research and discourse analyses of Hamilton residents
– a majority white and low-income town – I did not once find the mention of
environmental justice, or any invocation of a social justice framing. On the contrary, the
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framings of resistance to government-subsidized intervention were not out of social
outcry from oppression, but rather through an articulation that makes claims to place
through a framework of pride and persistence. This differs from the context of the
Duwamish Valley, where activists and community-based organizations have a prefigured set of political orientations and discourses that enables them to maintain legibility
within bureaucratic systems of management that have created the need for certain kinds
of expertise – namely, the environmental justice community. While both Hamilton and
the Duwamish Valley experience different kinds of environmental hazards, the political
identities of these communities are shaped by different forces.
Ultimately, this dissertation builds on scholarship (Edelstein 1988; Messer et al.
2015) that shows that cultural factors significantly influence the differences in identity
formation in the context of environmental hazards. Demographic variables like race and
socioeconomic class help to explain how different groups of people articulate their
identities through an environmental justice framework, the cultural forces at play in both
Hamilton and the Duwamish Valley shape the different articulations of political identity.
Clearly, race and class shape these cultural experiences. For example, in Hamilton, the
low-income residents of the town make claims to their ability to live on the fringes of
American society as an investment in their livelihoods and an example of their cultural
flourishing. Hamilton has become a refuge – even amidst catastrophic flooding – for
those who otherwise feel disenfranchised by the currents of contemporary society in
urban spaces. Similarly, communities of color in the Duwamish Valley draw on their
multicultural heritages and cultural experiences of difference to produce strategic,
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cohesive political identities to intervene in government-led environmental justice
projects.
More generally, this dissertation provides insights into how environmental justice
is mobilized as a framework to solve socioecological problems. In the case of Hamilton,
for example, residents do not actively make claims to the ongoing catastrophic floods as
structural issues related to environmental injustice in order to draw attention to their
plight and redress unequal exposure to disaster. Conversely, DRCC actively draws
attention to the legacies of pollution propagated by the collusion of industry and
government as an environmental justice problem and uses that framework to improve the
circumstances for communities impacted by toxicity. One could argue that, in the case of
Hamilton, flooding presents a classic environmental justice problem, since the exposure
to environmental harm is a result of larger structural patterns and processes that
disproportionately place the burden on a rural, poor community. However, as I show, the
cultural identity formations particular to Hamilton as a community do not result in people
there seeking recourse to the problem through that framework. In comparison to the
Duwamish Valley, I argue that this is due to the particular configurations of race and
socioeconomic class. While the demographic differences between those who live in
Hamilton and those who live in the Duwamish Valley are readily apparent, my analyses
show that these demographic differences are a surface level explanation that belies how
identities are lived, practiced and positioned within society.
Yet what unites these two distinct communities is their relationship to the concept
of acceptable risk. For example, both residents of Hamilton and the Duwamish Valley
have identified the kinds of risk that are tolerable for the continued existence. While there
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are larger structural forces that shape why communities live in certain places in the first
place, or might shape why certain groups of people cannot leave, acceptable risk
provides something of an answer as to why people continue to stay. For those in
Hamilton, acceptable risk marks a kind of politics of everyday life, of a making-do with
what is given and to attempting to thrive in the face of it all. For those in the Duwamish
Valley, acceptable risk marks a kind of temporal reality, an acceptance of how things are
now and a rallying call to improve those circumstance for future generations. The
ongoing contamination of the Duwamish River due to the Superfund site and the
industries located along its banks present a baseline threat of risk, though DRCC and
others work to reduce or ameliorate that risk for the communities most impacted by
pollution.
Other scholars have identified acceptable risk as a kind of bureaucratic
management category to understand the landscape of risk (Abel and White 2011), a
category that can be tweaked and refined with different frameworks such as
environmental justice (Checker 2007) or cumulative health analyses (Pena 2011). This
dissertation advances the concept of acceptable risk as a kind of cultural force that shapes
how communities articulate their political identity living in the wake of environmental
hazards. While acceptable risk standards become imposed on communities by different
management regimes – like an EPA Superfund cleanup – these same standards also
become markers of the political identities of communities who are bound-up in these
government-led ecological improvement initiatives.
Navigating acceptable risk is not a new phenomenon. While the everyday calculus
of acceptable risk might seem novel for many people living the COVID-19 pandemic
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today, it was not too long ago that the queer community and others disproportionately
impacted by the HIV/AIDS crisis had to develop their own risk-assessment for navigating
the structurally created conditions of vulnerability and death – a risk calculation that
persists today. Moreover, in many ways, we might consider how productive and enduring
modes of capitalism have generated places that are otherwise shielded from the
everydayness of acceptable risk, but where the dynamics of climate change reveal those
structural mismatches, like urban sprawl in the American Southwest.
For proponents of environmental justice, acceptable risk has become a position of
compromise as they juggle the realities of contemporary political challenges with the
practices of dreaming and imagining different futures. Yet, as environmental justice – as
both a body of scholarship and a political movement – continues to confront the
challenges of promoting more just environmental futures, moving beyond a framework of
acceptable risk will be essential. Certainly, life in contemporary society presents a set of
realities where risk cannot be avoided. In addition, climate change currently, and in the
future, will radically reconfigure how we think about and relate to risk. This is even more
acute when thinking about equity and justice in the context of climate change risk
exposures as rising temperatures, melting glaciers, and the encroaching sea will shift
what we deem acceptable levels of exposure. However, as this research argues,
environmental justice is more than just a practical framework for developing tools to
tweak and refine civil society to accelerate the bent of the arc of the moral universe. In
many ways, environmental justice is a promise and an act of envisioning how things
might be otherwise, becoming an essential mitigation and adaptation strategy for the
worst potentials of future risk for those communities who are continuously dispossessed
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and marginalized within prevailing political processes. Like the study of history,
environmental justice presents an opportunity for dreamwork, destabilizing the assumed
nature of things through the logics of “this is how it must be because this is how it has
been.” While environmental justice may continue to be made and remade through new
legal frameworks and activist interventions, at its core, environmental justice speaks to a
promise of a future otherwise.
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